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ABSTRACT	  
	   This	  is	  a	  qualitative	  case	  study	  examining	  how	  two	  cohorts	  of	  middle	  school	  
teachers	  experience	  their	  learning	  in	  a	  multi-­‐year,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  professional	  
development	  project	  using	  collaborative,	  inquiry	  focused	  professional	  learning	  
structures.	  The	  objective	  of	  this	  study	  was	  to	  understand	  teacher	  perceptions	  of	  
their	  growth	  as	  practitioners	  and	  colleagues	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  teaching	  and	  
learning.	  I	  also	  aimed	  to	  discern	  what	  professional	  learning	  structures	  were	  helpful,	  
or	  not,	  and	  to	  track	  any	  instructional	  changes.	  Finally,	  I	  sought	  examine	  if	  teacher	  
approach	  to	  their	  learning	  changed	  in	  any	  way.	  Findings	  from	  this	  study	  extend	  our	  
knowledge	  along	  three	  avenues.	  First,	  the	  interaction	  of	  professional	  learning	  
structures,	  teacher	  dispositions,	  and	  school	  leadership	  factors	  created	  conditions	  
that	  encouraged	  widespread	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  and	  
curriculum	  development.	  Second,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  occurred	  
within	  disciplines,	  across	  disciplines,	  and	  across	  grades	  in	  ways	  that	  suggest	  
improved	  student	  engagement,	  self-­‐efficacy,	  and	  content	  understanding.	  These	  
changes	  run	  along	  a	  continuum	  between	  intermediate	  and	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
	  
	   vii	  
instructional	  strategies.	  Third,	  the	  success	  of	  the	  literacy	  leadership	  initiative	  led	  to	  
school-­‐wide	  structural	  and	  cultural	  change.	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CHAPTER	  ONE:	  	  INTRODUCTION	  
This	  is	  the	  story	  of	  teacher	  journeys	  in	  developing	  their	  capacity	  to	  address	  student	  
literacy-­‐based	  challenges	  in	  their	  middle	  school	  content	  and	  support	  classrooms.	  
Below	  are	  some	  of	  their	  voices	  reflecting	  on	  some	  of	  these	  challenges:	  
	  
I	  saw	  kids	  struggle	  in	  my	  regular	  social	  studies	  class,	  who	  I	  did	  not	  think	  
needed	  to	  struggle	  if	  they	  had	  greater	  support.	  I	  wasn’t	  even	  really	  sure	  what	  
that	  support	  would	  specifically	  look	  like.	  I	  just	  knew	  there	  were	  kids	  in	  my	  
class	  who	  were	  not	  performing	  at	  the	  level	  I	  knew	  intellectually	  they	  could.	  
(8th	  grade	  social	  studies	  teacher	  turned	  Academic	  Support	  teacher)	  
	  
	   We	  have	  an	  ELL	  boy	  who	  doesn’t	  read	  well	  in	  any	  language,	  not	  just	  English.	  
He	  is	  incredibly	  bright.	  He	  is	  verbal.	  He	  has	  amazing	  visual/spatial	  skills.	  He	  
doesn’t	  read.	  (Academic	  Support	  Teacher)	  
 
It’s	  not	  just	  the	  kids	  who	  are	  identified	  as	  having	  a	  disability	  who	  are	  
struggling	  readers	  now.	  Across	  the	  board	  there	  just	  seems	  to	  be	  less	  
independent	  comprehension	  of	  text.	  They	  really	  need	  a	  lot	  of	  guidance.	  When	  
kids	  are	  left	  to	  their	  own	  devices,	  to	  just	  read	  on	  their	  own,	  there’s	  a	  lot	  of	  
things	  that	  they	  miss.	  (8th	  grade	  social	  studies	  teacher) 
	  
I don’t think anybody reads a math textbook. (8th grade math teacher) 
 
I have three main types of readers in my class:  those that cannot access the text, 
those for whom the text is too easy, and then those who are in the middle and [the 
text] is just right. (7th grade Science teacher) 
	  
One	  might	  not	  expect	  to	  hear	  about	  these	  kinds	  of	  student	  challenges	  in	  a	  “high	  
achieving	  district,”	  like	  the	  one	  these	  teachers	  work	  in.	  However,	  these	  teachers	  
know	  there	  are	  many	  students	  who	  struggle	  to	  read,	  write	  and	  reason	  well	  in	  their	  
middle	  school	  classrooms	  and	  they	  desperately	  want	  to	  learn	  ways	  to	  address	  these	  
challenges.	  In	  addition,	  the	  Common	  Core	  State	  Standards	  (CCSS)	  require	  




college	  and	  career	  ready.	  These	  standards	  require	  a	  number	  of	  instructional	  shifts	  to	  
address	  student	  literacy	  challenges.	  However,	  these	  changes	  are	  complex,	  not	  easily	  
accomplished,	  and	  require	  the	  best	  of	  what	  we	  know	  about	  professional	  learning	  to	  
support	  (Risko	  &	  Vogt,	  2016).	  
	  	  	  These	  teacher	  reflections	  illustrate	  a	  range	  of	  literacy	  issues	  that	  middle	  
and	  high	  school	  teachers	  across	  the	  country	  are	  grappling	  with.	  Even	  in	  upper	  
middle	  class	  suburban	  school	  systems,	  such	  as	  one	  where	  these	  voices	  are	  from,	  
teachers	  are	  confronted	  with	  extremely	  wide	  gaps	  in	  student	  ability	  to	  read,	  write	  
and	  communicate.	  There	  are	  students	  who	  do	  not	  have	  high	  literacy	  in	  any	  language	  
and	  there	  are	  students	  who	  are	  not	  stretched	  as	  much	  as	  they	  could	  be.	  There	  is	  
more	  diversity	  in	  students’	  linguistic	  and	  cultural	  backgrounds,	  and	  there	  are	  a	  
sizeable	  number	  of	  students	  who	  do	  not	  have	  identified	  learning	  issues,	  but	  who	  still	  
struggle	  to	  read,	  write,	  reason,	  and	  communicate	  at	  the	  secondary	  level	  across	  their	  
content	  classes.	  	  
In	  looking	  at	  the	  problem	  of	  adolescent	  literacy	  through	  the	  lens	  of	  national	  
and	  international	  testing	  data,	  it	  appears	  that	  many	  high	  school	  graduates	  are	  not	  
prepared	  to	  participate	  productively	  in	  the	  complex,	  interconnected,	  global	  
economy	  we	  have	  today	  (NAEP,	  2015;	  PISA,	  2012).	  National	  and	  international	  
standardized	  assessment	  data	  suggest	  that	  only	  ten	  percent	  of	  our	  high	  school	  
graduates	  are	  advanced	  readers,	  who	  can	  synthesize	  ideas	  or	  arguments	  from	  
multiple	  text	  sources	  to	  inform	  their	  own	  understanding	  or	  opinions.	  Further,	  more	  




identify	  main	  ideas	  in	  a	  text	  (NAEP,	  2015).	  	  On	  the	  international	  level,	  US	  students,	  
in	  aggregate,	  are	  far	  less	  capable	  readers	  than	  peers	  in	  other	  economically	  
developed	  countries	  (PISA,	  2012).	  
However,	  such	  statistics	  do	  not	  tell	  the	  whole	  story.	  If	  one	  looks	  closely	  
behind	  NAEP	  and	  PISA	  data,	  it	  becomes	  evident	  that	  students	  from	  more	  privileged	  
homes,	  schools	  and	  communities	  are	  just	  as	  competitive	  in	  reading	  achievement	  as	  
their	  counterparts	  in	  other	  well-­‐developed	  nations.	  In	  this	  country,	  we	  have	  
enormous	  variance	  in	  wealth,	  race,	  ethnicity,	  class,	  history	  and	  opportunity,	  which,	  
in	  turn,	  breeds	  great	  variance	  in	  the	  experience	  children	  have	  prior	  to	  kindergarten,	  
which	  greatly	  impacts	  their	  later	  academic	  success	  (Snow,	  Burns	  &	  Griffin,	  1998).	  
Children	  from	  high	  poverty	  backgrounds	  enter	  school	  with	  about	  one	  third	  the	  
vocabulary	  size	  as	  children	  of	  privilege	  (Hart	  &	  Risley,	  1995)	  and	  this	  gap	  grows	  
exponentially	  as	  children	  progress	  through	  school	  (Stanovich,	  1986).	  Compounding	  
these	  variances,	  we	  have	  an	  increasing	  gap	  between	  upper	  and	  lower	  income	  
earners	  in	  the	  United	  States,	  which	  in	  turn,	  widens	  the	  achievement	  and	  opportunity	  
gaps	  we	  see	  in	  schools,	  college	  admissions,	  and	  career	  opportunities.	  As	  schools	  all	  
over	  the	  county	  become	  increasingly	  diverse,	  a	  wider	  array	  of	  student	  literacy	  
challenges	  require	  our	  attention,	  even	  in	  middle	  and	  upper	  middle	  class	  districts.	  
	  	  How	  do	  we	  best	  address	  these	  challenges?	  In	  order	  to	  build	  teacher	  capacity	  
to	  help	  address	  these	  issues	  and	  to	  educate	  students	  so	  that	  they	  emerge	  from	  high	  
school	  college	  and	  career	  ready,	  we	  must	  examine	  why	  students	  struggle	  to	  read,	  




learning	  experiences	  might	  sustainably	  support	  teachers	  in	  their	  quest	  to	  address	  
the	  student	  disciplinary	  literacy	  challenges	  in	  their	  classrooms.	  
Why	  do	  students	  struggle	  to	  read	  in	  middle	  and	  high	  school?	  
Middle	  school	  is	  the	  time	  when	  students	  typically	  begin	  to	  have	  different	  
teachers	  for	  different	  academic	  subjects,	  which	  is	  an	  enormous	  change	  from	  
elementary	  school.	  This	  is	  also	  the	  time	  when	  more	  specialized	  content	  learning	  
typically	  begins.	  Starting	  in	  middle	  school,	  students	  have	  to	  shift	  the	  way	  they	  
reason	  with	  academic	  ideas	  as	  they	  go	  from	  class	  to	  class.	  	  They	  also	  encounter	  a	  
wider	  variety	  of	  text,	  both	  within	  and	  between	  their	  various	  content	  classes.	  
Further,	  they	  must	  also	  adjust	  to	  different	  teachers	  who	  have	  varied	  language,	  
routines,	  expectations	  and	  ways	  of	  instruction.	  All	  of	  this	  happens	  at	  a	  time	  when	  
students	  themselves	  are	  going	  through	  enormous	  physical,	  emotional,	  social	  and	  
intellectual	  changes.	  So,	  middle	  school	  is	  a	  time	  of	  enormous	  transition	  for	  students.	  
From	  a	  literacy	  standpoint,	  as	  students	  progress	  through	  middle	  and	  high	  
school,	  the	  language	  they	  encounter	  across	  academic	  disciplines	  becomes	  
increasingly	  specialized.	  	  Academic	  language	  becomes	  progressively	  more	  abstract,	  
with	  vocabulary	  students	  typically	  do	  not	  encounter	  in	  their	  social	  worlds	  as	  
academic	  study	  becomes	  more	  specialized.	  Further,	  the	  concepts	  communicated	  by	  
this	  increasingly	  abstract	  and	  distant	  register	  are	  more	  complex,	  requiring	  more	  
sophisticated	  reasoning	  skills	  (Schleppegrell,	  2004;	  Snow	  &	  Uccelli,	  2009).	  	  
Compounding	  this,	  textual	  organization,	  visual	  representation	  and	  vocabulary	  differ	  




various	  academic	  classes	  each	  day	  (i.e.	  Alvermann	  &	  Moje,	  2013;	  Moje,	  2015).	  These	  
language	  and	  textual	  nuances	  are	  typically	  not	  made	  transparent	  to	  students,	  nor	  is	  
the	  typical	  secondary	  school	  content	  teacher	  trained	  to	  do	  so	  (Fang,	  2012;	  Ippolito,	  
Dobbs,	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  &	  Lawrence,	  2016).	  	  	  
How	  can	  we	  best	  address	  these	  adolescent	  literacy	  challenges?	  
Because	  teacher	  quality	  is	  the	  single	  most	  important	  factor	  in	  raising	  student	  
achievement	  in	  schools	  (Darling	  Hammond,	  2010;	  Leithwood,	  Louis,	  Anderson,	  &	  
Wahlstrom	  (2004);	  Rockoff,	  2003),	  building	  secondary	  teacher	  capacity	  in	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  knowledge	  and	  instructional	  practices,	  in	  ways	  where	  teachers	  
can	  develop	  and	  refine	  these	  strategies	  and	  practices	  to	  fit	  particular	  contextual	  
challenges	  makes	  sense	  and	  shows	  promise	  in	  the	  research.	  Current	  research	  
suggests	  that	  understanding	  and	  using	  disciplinary	  literacy	  skills,	  strategies	  and	  
practices	  actually	  enable	  more	  effective	  content	  teaching	  and	  learning	  (Alvermann	  &	  
Moje,	  2013;	  Ippolito,	  2013;	  Phillips	  Galloway,	  Lawrence	  &	  Moje,	  2013).	  	  In	  other	  
words,	  well-­‐tailored	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  facilitate	  content	  
teaching	  and	  learning.	  
While	  we	  now	  know	  more	  about	  why	  students	  struggle	  at	  the	  secondary	  
level	  with	  literacy	  and	  how	  disciplinary	  experts	  differ	  in	  ways	  of	  reading,	  reasoning,	  
speaking	  and	  writing,	  we	  know	  little	  about	  the	  process	  by	  which	  teachers	  effectively	  
engage	  in	  and	  enact	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  practices.	  The	  best	  of	  what	  we	  
know	  about	  both	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  professional	  learning	  suggests	  the	  answer	  




learning	  within	  collaborative	  teams	  focused	  on	  student	  learning	  (i.e.	  Briedenstein,	  
Fahey,	  Glickman	  &	  Hensley,	  2012;	  Hargreaves	  &	  Fullan,	  2012;	  Lai,	  McNaughton,	  
Amituaai-­‐Toloa,	  Turner	  &	  Hsiao,	  2009;	  McNaughton	  &	  Lai,	  2009).	  Further,	  when	  
these	  teacher	  teams	  use	  cycles	  of	  inquiry	  to	  drive	  their	  collaborative	  learning	  into	  
disciplinary	  literacy,	  innovative	  instructional	  strategies	  that	  meet	  contextually	  
specific	  student	  learning	  challenges	  can	  occur	  (Dobbs,	  Ippolito	  &	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  
2016;	  Ippolito,	  Dobbs,	  &	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  2016;	  Dobbs,	  Ippolito	  &	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  
2017).	  These	  inquiry	  practices	  and	  collaborative	  structures,	  coupled	  with	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  content	  knowledge	  can	  encourage	  and	  enable	  content	  
teachers	  to	  collectively	  fine-­‐tune	  known	  strategies	  and	  invent	  new	  tools	  to	  address	  
the	  ever-­‐changing	  challenges	  students	  encounter	  in	  their	  various	  content	  classes	  
(Charner-­‐Laird,	  Ippolito	  &	  Dobbs,	  2014;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2016;	  Ippolito,	  2013;	  Ippolito,	  
Dobbs,	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  2014;	  Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2016;	  Dobbs,	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  	  	  
Central	  to	  this	  complex	  work	  is	  the	  ability	  to	  think	  openly	  and	  reflectively	  
about	  challenges	  that	  have	  no	  known	  solution	  and	  a	  school	  culture	  that	  encourages	  
it.	  This	  process	  requires	  “adaptive”	  mindsets	  and	  thinking	  (Heifetz,	  Grashow	  &	  
Linsky,	  2009)	  where	  teachers	  can	  acclimate	  and	  adjust	  to	  new	  situations	  and	  new,	  
distinct	  classroom	  learning	  challenges.	  “Adaptive”	  mindsets	  and	  innovative	  thinking	  
involve	  tinkering,	  experimenting	  with,	  altering	  and	  refining	  what	  is	  known	  in	  order	  
to	  solve	  problems	  in	  situations	  where	  there	  is	  no	  known	  solution	  (Gilles,	  2014).	  This	  




solution	  or	  packaged	  intervention	  to	  a	  known	  problem	  that	  is	  not	  unique	  to	  context	  
(Heifetz	  et	  al.,	  2009).	  	  
What	  is	  the	  current	  state	  of	  Professional	  Development	  in	  Schools?	  
	   Most	  often,	  the	  professional	  development	  provided	  for	  teachers	  does	  not	  
support	  the	  individual	  needs	  of	  teachers	  in	  their	  classrooms,	  nor	  does	  it	  meet	  the	  
needs	  of	  grade	  level	  and	  discipline	  specific	  teams	  of	  teachers	  in	  ways	  that	  lead	  to	  
instructional	  change	  that	  positively	  affects	  student	  achievement.	  According	  to	  the	  
Gates	  Foundation	  (2014),	  $18	  billion	  dollars	  is	  spent	  annually	  on	  teacher	  
professional	  development	  in	  the	  United	  States.	  The	  typical	  teacher	  spends	  close	  to	  
70	  hours	  per	  year	  on	  district	  mandated	  professional	  development	  (PD)	  and	  an	  
additional	  20	  or	  so	  hours	  per	  year	  on	  their	  own,	  self-­‐guided	  learning.	  On	  a	  variety	  of	  
measures	  that	  include	  teacher	  feedback,	  these	  efforts	  are	  wasted	  time	  and	  money.	  
Teachers	  report	  that	  most	  current	  PD	  offerings	  are	  irrelevant,	  ineffective,	  and	  not	  
connected	  to	  their	  contextually	  specific	  student	  learning	  challenges	  (Gates	  
Foundation,	  2014).	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  research	  suggests	  that	  the	  most	  effective	  
professional	  development	  is	  situated	  within	  schools,	  tailored	  to	  the	  specific	  site	  or	  
district,	  involves	  intensive	  coaching,	  teacher	  collaboration,	  teacher	  choice,	  is	  an	  
ongoing	  professional	  learning	  endeavor,	  and	  is	  focused	  on	  solving	  student	  learning	  
challenges	  (Gates	  Foundation,	  2014;	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  2010,	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  
Wei,	  Andree,	  Richardson	  &	  Orphanos,	  2009;	  Risko	  &	  Vogt,	  2016).	  	  Additionally,	  
professional	  learning	  structures	  that	  are	  designed	  to	  meet	  the	  contextual	  needs	  of	  




Desimone,	  2009),	  as	  well	  as	  active	  opportunities	  for	  teachers	  to	  build	  knowledge	  
and	  negotiate	  meaning	  to	  further	  their	  practice	  (Borko,	  2014;	  Desimone,	  2009;	  
Wenger,	  1998).	  Further,	  teachers	  want	  professional	  development	  that	  is	  relevant	  to	  
what	  they	  are	  currently	  focused	  on	  in	  their	  classroom	  and	  delivered	  by	  teacher	  
colleagues	  who	  have	  had	  great	  success	  in	  their	  classroom	  with	  what	  they	  are	  
presenting	  (Gates	  Foundation,	  2014).	  Teachers	  also	  crave	  professional	  development	  
that	  is	  sustained	  over	  time	  and	  delivered	  in	  ways	  that	  treat	  teachers	  as	  
professionals,	  not	  as	  low-­‐level	  workers	  who	  need	  to	  sign	  in	  and	  sign	  out	  to	  
document	  their	  attendance	  (Gates	  Foundation,	  2014).	  	  
	   The	  work	  involved	  in	  building	  teacher	  capacity	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  is	  not	  
a	  simple	  task.	  It	  takes	  strong	  pedagogical	  and	  content	  knowledge,	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  understanding,	  supportive	  school	  and	  district	  leaders,	  common	  time	  to	  
learn	  and	  plan,	  the	  insight	  and	  inquiry	  skills	  to	  adapt	  what	  one	  learns	  to	  their	  
particular	  context,	  and	  access	  to	  critical	  materials	  and	  information	  (Dobbs,	  et	  al.,	  
2017;	  Moje,	  2015).	  It	  also	  requires	  an	  understanding	  of	  what	  instruction	  students	  
need	  to	  solve	  authentic	  disciplinary	  classroom	  activities	  that	  require	  reading,	  
writing	  and	  synthesis	  (Gabriel	  &	  Wenz,	  2017).	  Because	  of	  this	  complexity,	  we	  still	  
have	  much	  to	  learn	  in	  order	  to	  effectively	  support	  teachers	  in	  this	  quest	  nation-­‐
wide.	  
The	  Current	  Study:	  
To	  learn	  more	  about	  how	  best	  to	  support	  teachers	  in	  learning	  and	  




current	  study	  examined	  what	  two	  consecutive	  cohorts	  of	  suburban	  middle	  school	  
teachers	  in	  the	  Northeastern	  United	  States	  learned	  about	  disciplinary	  literacy	  within	  
a	  multi-­‐year,	  site-­‐based,	  professional	  learning	  project.	  My	  interest	  in	  this	  study	  
stems	  from	  both	  my	  work	  as	  a	  university	  consultant	  and	  my	  experience	  as	  a	  
humanities	  and	  reading	  teacher	  in	  a	  diverse	  middle	  school.	  
This	  professional	  learning	  experience	  was	  designed	  to	  increase	  secondary	  
teacher	  disciplinary	  literacy	  knowledge	  in	  a	  supportive,	  collaborative	  and	  inquiry-­‐
based	  context	  where	  teams	  of	  teachers	  worked	  together	  in	  collaborative,	  inquiry	  
focused	  teams	  to	  address	  student	  literacy-­‐based	  challenges	  unique	  to	  their	  district.	  	  
This	  disciplinary	  literacy	  project	  was	  collaboratively	  designed	  by	  school-­‐based	  
practitioners	  and	  university	  consultants	  with	  substantial	  experience	  working	  in	  
schools	  with	  teachers	  to	  build	  disciplinary	  literacy	  skills	  and	  knowledge.	  	  	  
A	  particular	  focus	  in	  this	  study	  was	  to	  describe	  and	  understand	  teacher	  
perceptions	  of	  their	  growth	  as	  practitioners	  and	  colleagues	  in	  disciplinary	  teaching	  
and	  learning.	  I	  also	  aimed	  to	  capture	  what	  professional	  learning	  structures	  were	  
helpful,	  or	  not,	  and	  whether	  or	  not	  this	  experience	  changed	  their	  instructional	  
practice.	  Finally,	  I	  sought	  to	  learn	  if	  this	  training	  affected	  how	  teachers	  approach	  
their	  professional	  learning.	  We	  have	  some	  understanding	  of	  how	  experts	  in	  the	  
various	  academic	  fields	  differ	  in	  the	  ways	  they	  learn,	  understand	  and	  communicate	  
information	  (Coffin,	  2004,	  2006;	  Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  2008,	  2011;	  Shanahan,	  
Shanahan	  &	  Misischia,	  2013;	  Wineburg,	  1991,	  1998,	  2004;	  VanSledgright	  &	  Kelly,	  




their	  own	  disciplinary	  literacy	  knowledge	  and	  instructional	  tools	  within	  
collaborative,	  inquiry	  focused	  structures.	  Understanding	  the	  experience	  and	  
outcomes	  of	  teachers	  in	  this	  disciplinary	  literacy	  initiative	  can	  inform	  other	  districts	  
and	  schools	  who	  strive	  to	  meet	  similar	  challenges.	  	  	  
	   To	  contextualize	  this	  study,	  the	  next	  section	  reviews	  relevant	  literature	  in	  




CHAPTER	  TWO:	  THE	  LITERATURE	  REVIEW	  
 What	  is	  disciplinary	  literacy? 
After	  close	  to	  100	  years	  of	  efforts	  to	  persuade,	  force	  or	  cajole	  content	  
teachers	  to	  teach	  reading	  in	  their	  subject	  areas,	  with	  little	  to	  no	  knowledge	  of	  how	  
to	  do	  so	  in	  effective	  or	  specialized	  ways,	  researchers	  in	  the	  1990’s	  began	  to	  look	  
more	  closely	  at	  how	  experts	  in	  the	  various	  academic	  domains	  read	  and	  process	  text	  
within	  their	  field.	  This	  resulted	  in	  a	  growing	  understanding	  that	  the	  way	  historians	  
read	  and	  reason	  with	  text	  differs	  from	  the	  ways	  mathematicians	  read	  and	  process	  
text,	  which	  differs	  from	  what	  chemists	  do	  (Coffin,	  2004,	  2006;	  Shanahan	  &	  
Shanahan,	  2008,	  2011;	  Shanahan	  et	  al.	  2013;	  Wineburg,	  1991,	  1998,	  2004;	  
VanSledgright	  &	  Kelly,	  1998).	  This	  and	  other	  research	  catalyzed	  the	  growing	  body	  of	  
studies	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy,	  which	  suggests	  that	  the	  ways	  experts	  read,	  write,	  
listen	  and	  speak	  in	  their	  fields	  varies	  across	  academic	  domains.	  Prior	  to	  this	  
research,	  we	  had	  a	  good	  understanding	  of	  the	  cognitive	  underpinnings	  of	  reading,	  
which	  led	  to	  the	  development	  of	  generic	  cognitive	  reading	  strategies	  that	  could	  be	  
used	  across	  disciplines	  to	  enable	  students	  to	  activate	  prior	  knowledge,	  develop	  
vocabulary,	  ask	  questions,	  monitor	  their	  comprehension,	  and	  the	  like	  (Conley,	  
2008).	  	  However,	  newer	  research	  suggests	  that	  generalized	  cognitive	  reading	  
strategies	  alone	  are	  not	  sufficient	  for	  reading	  and	  understanding	  complex	  
disciplinary	  text	  across	  the	  academic	  domains	  that	  students	  encounter	  in	  the	  
secondary	  grades	  and	  beyond	  (Moje,	  2008;	  Moje,	  2015;	  Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  




In	  the	  1990’s,	  literacy	  scholars	  began	  to	  examine	  not	  only	  the	  reading	  
process	  and	  how	  it	  develops,	  but	  also	  the	  context	  where	  reading	  occurs.	  This	  effort	  
led	  to	  our	  understanding	  of	  how	  the	  reader,	  the	  text,	  and	  the	  activity	  interact	  with	  
the	  sociocultural	  context	  in	  which	  reading	  and	  understanding	  occur	  (RAND,	  2002).	  
This	  Reading	  to	  Achieve	  Comprehension,	  or	  RTAC	  model	  was	  groundbreaking	  and	  
has	  been	  foundational	  to	  reading	  research	  since	  2002,	  including	  research	  in	  
disciplinary	  literacy.	  Since	  the	  implementation	  of	  No	  Child	  Left	  Behind	  (NCLB)	  in	  
2002,	  we	  have	  made	  significant	  gains	  in	  reading	  achievement	  in	  grades	  K-­‐3	  and	  
have	  moved	  to	  close	  the	  achievement	  gap	  (Carnegie	  Council	  on	  Advancing	  
Adolescent	  Literacy,	  2010).	  However,	  strong	  early	  literacy	  skills	  do	  not	  necessarily	  
translate	  into	  strong	  reading,	  writing	  and	  communicating	  in	  the	  more	  specialized	  
academic	  middle	  and	  high	  school	  classrooms	  (Carnegie	  Council	  on	  Advancing	  
Adolescent	  Literacy,	  2010;	  Moje,	  2008,	  2015;	  Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  2008,	  2012,	  
2014).	  In	  fact,	  flat	  NAEP	  data	  and	  the	  performance	  of	  our	  adolescent	  learners	  has	  
driven	  extensive	  research	  in	  the	  last	  decade	  into	  the	  challenges	  of	  adolescent	  
literacy	  and	  into	  how	  experts	  in	  the	  various	  academic	  fields	  read,	  write,	  reason	  and	  
communicate	  in	  their	  fields.	  This	  research	  has	  greatly	  bolstered	  our	  understanding	  
of	  why	  learning	  in	  the	  academic	  fields	  requires	  sophisticated	  and	  specialized	  
literacy	  skills	  that	  differ	  between	  academic	  fields	  and	  why	  students	  struggle	  to	  read	  
content	  area	  text,	  even	  if	  they	  were	  strong	  readers	  in	  third	  grade	  (Carnegie	  Council	  
on	  Advancing	  Adolescent	  Literacy,	  2010).	  




Shanahan	  (2008)	  examined	  how	  experts	  in	  different	  academic	  fields	  read	  and	  make	  
sense	  of	  disciplinary	  texts.	  Their	  resulting	  construct	  explains	  literacy	  development	  
across	  content	  areas	  and	  accounts	  for	  differences	  in	  how	  experts	  differ	  in	  the	  ways	  
they	  read,	  reason	  and	  communicate	  across	  academic	  fields.	  Shanahan	  and	  
Shanahan’s	  pyramid-­‐shaped	  model	  explains	  that	  the	  basic	  literacy	  skills	  of	  phonics	  
and	  decoding	  form	  the	  foundation	  of	  reading	  (pyramid	  base).	  The	  intermediate	  
literacy	  skills	  of	  fluency,	  comprehension	  and	  generalized	  literacy	  strategies	  build	  
upon	  this	  basic	  literacy	  foundation	  (second	  pyramid	  layer).	  	  More	  refined	  skill	  
development	  happens	  at	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  stage,	  where	  specialized	  skills	  that	  
are	  specific	  to	  the	  academic	  disciplines	  build	  upon	  both	  basic	  and	  intermediate	  
literacy	  skills	  (pyramid	  top)	  (Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  2008,	  pp.	  44-­‐45).	  According	  to	  
this	  construct,	  literacy	  skills	  become	  more	  specialized	  and	  sophisticated	  as	  one	  
moves	  up	  the	  pyramid,	  symbolizing	  the	  increasing	  specialization	  of	  literacy	  skills	  
students	  need	  as	  they	  progress	  through	  school.	  This	  groundbreaking	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  model,	  as	  revolutionary	  as	  it	  was	  at	  the	  time,	  does	  not	  fully	  explain	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instruction	  or	  the	  complexities	  and	  nuances	  of	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  teaching	  and	  learning	  that	  we	  are	  now	  beginning	  to	  understand.	  Nor	  does	  it	  
account	  for	  the	  various	  academic	  cultures	  that	  students	  traverse	  daily,	  both	  in	  and	  
out	  of	  school	  (Alvermann	  &	  Moje,	  2013;	  Moje,	  2015).	  
	   Donna	  Alvermann	  and	  Elizabeth	  Moje	  (2013)	  more	  recently	  proposed	  a	  




fully	  explains	  the	  intricacies	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy.	  This	  model	  accounts	  for	  the	  
dynamic,	  relational	  and	  fluid	  nature	  of	  comprehending,	  reasoning	  with	  and	  
producing	  disciplinary	  text	  and	  discourse	  across	  the	  disciplines.	  Further,	  this	  
“Model	  of	  Adolescent	  Literacy	  Teaching”	  can	  be	  useful	  in	  guiding	  school-­‐based	  
disciplinary	  instructional	  practice	  and	  understanding	  out-­‐of	  school	  adolescent	  
literacy	  practices	  (Alvermann	  &	  Moje,	  2013).	  In	  addition,	  this	  construct	  accounts	  for	  
the	  full	  life	  of	  the	  adolescent,	  including	  their	  identities,	  communities,	  peer	  groups,	  
families,	  and	  pop	  culture,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  various	  academic	  worlds	  students	  traverse	  
in	  their	  everyday	  high	  school	  lives.	  Finally,	  the	  various	  skills	  and	  habits	  of	  mind,	  
stance	  and	  identities	  of	  students,	  teachers,	  and	  disciplinary	  experts	  are	  accounted	  
for.	  This	  more	  complex	  and	  comprehensive	  model	  explains	  not	  only	  how	  literacy	  
and	  content	  learning	  are	  intertwined,	  but	  also	  how	  literacy	  practices	  are	  
foundational	  to	  teaching,	  learning	  and	  communicating	  in	  the	  academic	  disciplines	  
(Alvermann	  &	  Moje,	  2013,	  digital	  location	  30301	  of	  38093).	  	  	  
Moje	  (2015)	  has	  further	  refined	  this	  work	  with	  her	  4Es	  (engage,	  
elicit/engineer,	  examine,	  and	  evaluate)	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  heuristic,	  
where	  inquiry	  is	  centered	  in	  the	  complex	  social	  and	  cultural	  nature	  of	  disciplinary	  
teaching	  and	  learning.	  Within	  this	  framework,	  students	  are	  engaged	  in	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  practices	  where	  they	  elicit	  and	  engineer	  or	  hone	  their	  skills	  and	  knowledge	  
in	  disciplinary	  inquiry.	  They	  then	  examine	  the	  language	  of	  a	  given	  discipline	  and	  




the	  language	  of	  other	  domains.	  This	  framework	  helps	  teachers	  to	  apprentice	  their	  
students	  to	  the	  specialized	  thinking	  required	  in	  the	  various	  literacy	  contexts	  they	  
encounter	  in	  and	  out	  of	  school	  (Moje,	  2015,	  pp.	  260-­‐269).	  
A	  Practical	  Approach	  to	  Build	  Teacher	  Capacity	  in	  Disciplinary	  Literacy 
Missing	  from	  prior	  research	  is	  a	  practical	  framework	  to	  build	  teacher	  
capacity	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  that	  considers	  the	  best	  of	  what	  we	  know	  about	  
professional	  learning.	  Concurrent	  with	  the	  development	  of	  Alvermann	  and	  Moje’s	  
(2013)	  theoretical	  model	  and	  Moje’s	  later	  4E’s	  heuristic	  (2015),	  is	  a	  framework	  for	  
collaborative	  professional	  learning	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  steeped	  in	  extensive	  
school-­‐based	  work	  and	  research	  with	  teachers	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  districts.	  Within	  this	  
Common	  Core	  (CCSS)	  aligned	  professional	  development	  framework,	  teachers	  
investigate	  and	  learn	  about	  disciplinary	  literacy	  in	  collaborative,	  inquiry-­‐focused	  
teams,	  led	  by	  teachers	  and	  supported	  by	  university	  researchers	  and	  consultants.	  
Teachers	  attend	  workshops	  that	  are	  initially	  run	  by	  university	  consultants	  to	  build	  a	  
beginning	  understanding	  of	  the	  various	  disciplinary	  literacy	  domains.	  As	  teachers	  
build	  their	  knowledge	  and	  skills	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy,	  inquiry	  cycles	  and	  
collaborative,	  reflective	  discourse,	  these	  workshops	  become	  increasingly	  teacher-­‐
led.	  Within	  inquiry	  groups	  focused	  on	  student	  challenges	  in	  their	  classrooms,	  
teachers	  dig	  more	  deeply	  into	  the	  following	  elements	  to	  come	  up	  with	  strategies	  to	  
address	  student	  literacy	  learning	  challenges:	  	  (1)	  Disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies,	  (2)	  




instruction,	  (3)	  Ways	  to	  motivate	  and	  engage	  adolescents	  with	  text,	  (4)	  Choosing	  
and	  using	  multiple	  texts,	  close	  reading	  strategies,	  considering	  text	  based	  questions	  
and	  answers,	  and	  considering	  text	  complexity,	  (5)	  Digital	  literacy	  tools,	  (6)	  Writing	  
to	  learn	  strategies,	  and	  (7)	  Discussion-­‐based	  strategies	  for	  supporting	  reading,	  
writing	  and	  content	  learning	  (Ippolito	  &	  Lawrence,	  2013;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  
Teacher	  professional	  learning	  resulting	  from	  participation	  in	  this	  professional	  
development	  framework	  is	  the	  focus	  of	  this	  study. 
What	  do	  we	  know	  about	  Improving	  Instruction	  in	  Disciplinary	  Literacy?	  
	   A	  number	  of	  studies	  have	  suggested	  a	  variety	  of	  instructional	  tactics	  that	  can	  
improve	  student	  skills	  in	  reading,	  writing,	  reasoning	  and	  communicating	  within	  and	  
across	  academic	  disciplines,	  which	  is	  summarized	  below:	  
1.	  Students	  need	  to	  be	  mentored	  and	  apprenticed	  into	  the	  disciplines.	  
Relatively	  recent	  research	  suggests	  that	  for	  students	  to	  develop	  deep	  
understandings	  of	  disciplinary	  text,	  they	  need	  to	  be	  apprenticed	  to	  the	  ways	  experts	  
in	  the	  various	  academic	  domains	  read,	  reason,	  speak	  and	  write	  (Greenleaf	  &	  
Hinchman,	  2009;	  Schoenbach,	  Greenleaf	  &	  Murphy,	  2012).	  This	  suggests	  teachers	  
need	  to	  model	  and	  make	  transparent	  for	  their	  students	  how	  experts	  reason	  through	  
text.	  This	  process	  makes	  discipline	  specific	  ways	  of	  reasoning	  and	  questioning	  
through	  text	  visible	  and	  clear	  to	  students.	  Teachers	  then	  must	  and	  set	  up	  well-­‐




learning	  the	  skills	  necessary	  to	  do	  such	  work	  independently.	  We	  also	  know	  that	  
teachers	  need	  to	  find	  ways	  to	  connect	  with	  and	  understand	  their	  students	  well	  
enough	  to	  draw	  on	  their	  backgrounds	  and	  experience	  in	  designing	  instruction	  that	  
will	  engage	  them	  (Moje,	  2008;	  Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  2008,	  2012;	  Moje,	  2015).	  	  
2.	  Students	  need	  explicit	  instruction	  in	  the	  discourse	  patterns	  and	  
literacy	  components	  of	  each	  discipline	  in	  order	  to	  learn,	  understand,	  
and	  communicate	  content.	  
Although	  most	  content	  teachers	  are	  aware	  of	  the	  discourse	  patterns	  in	  their	  
fields	  and	  how	  to	  read	  and	  reason	  with	  discipline	  related	  text,	  research	  suggests	  
they	  typically	  are	  not	  well	  versed	  in	  making	  this	  understanding	  transparent	  to	  
students	  (Rainey,	  Maher,	  Coupland,	  Franchi	  &	  Moje,	  2017;	  Rainey	  &	  Moje,	  2012).	  
Moreover,	  most	  content	  teachers	  typically	  give	  little	  focus	  to	  the	  literacy	  
components	  of	  their	  discipline	  (Shanahan,	  Shanahan	  &	  Misischia,	  2013).	  This	  is	  
largely	  because	  content	  teachers	  typically	  have	  not	  had	  the	  training	  to	  do	  this	  well	  
(Fang,	  2012;	  Conley,	  2012),	  nor	  do	  they	  typically	  have	  the	  language	  and	  linguistic	  
background	  to	  understand	  and	  communicate	  to	  students	  the	  nuances	  of	  academic	  
language	  and	  what	  makes	  this	  language	  register	  difficult	  (Fang,	  2012;	  Conley,	  2012;	  
Schleppegrell,	  2004,	  2009;	  Snow	  &	  Uccelli,	  2009;	  Zwiers,	  2008,	  2014).	  	  	  
3.	  Students	  need	  instruction	  in	  both	  disciplinary	  and	  cross-­‐disciplinary	  
academic	  words.	  
More	  recent	  research	  points	  towards	  the	  efficacy	  of	  teaching	  both	  cross	  
disciplinary	  (Bailey	  &	  Butler,	  2007;	  Snow,	  Lawrence	  &	  White,	  2009;	  Snow	  &	  Uccelli,	  




Schleppegrell,	  2004;	  Zwiers,	  2008;	  Zwiers,	  2012)	  to	  better	  improve	  reading	  
comprehension	  of	  complex,	  disciplinary	  text.	  	  
4.	  Students	  need	  active,	  authentic	  learning	  experiences	  that	  require	  
high-­‐level	  thinking,	  reasoning,	  discussion,	  debate,	  and	  writing.	  
Finally,	  not	  only	  do	  secondary	  teachers	  need	  to	  model	  the	  use	  of	  academic	  
language	  for	  their	  students,	  teach	  both	  cross	  disciplinary	  and	  disciplinary	  
vocabulary	  in	  effective	  ways,	  and	  model	  for	  students	  how	  experts	  make	  sense	  of	  
disciplinary	  text,	  they	  also	  need	  to	  give	  students	  authentic	  learning	  experiences	  in	  
producing	  the	  language	  and	  discourse	  of	  the	  discipline	  both	  orally	  and	  in	  writing.	  
Students	  need	  opportunities	  to	  discuss	  and	  debate	  ideas	  learned	  in	  and	  across	  texts	  
to	  aid	  their	  comprehension	  of	  complex	  and	  abstract	  disciplinary	  concepts	  (Murphy,	  
Wilkinson,	  Soter,	  Hennessey	  and	  Alexander,	  2009;	  Zwiers	  &	  Crawford,	  2011).	  They	  
also	  need	  to	  show	  their	  understanding	  of	  disciplinary	  content	  via	  useful	  and	  
authentic	  writing	  assignments	  (Graham	  &	  Perin,	  2007;	  Hillocks,	  2011).	  Further,	  we	  
know	  that	  writing	  assignments,	  which	  require	  a	  synthesis	  of	  ideas	  learned	  across	  
texts	  and	  from	  other	  sources,	  help	  students	  to	  learn	  and	  come	  to	  new	  
understandings	  (Graham	  &	  Perin,	  2007;	  Langer	  &	  Applebee,	  1987;	  Vygotsky,	  1962).	  	  
As	  the	  literature	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instruction	  has	  grown,	  conflicting	  
opinions	  regarding	  enacting	  this	  instruction	  has	  emerged.	  While	  most	  scholars	  
agree	  upon	  the	  need	  to	  mentor	  and	  guide	  students	  into	  these	  specialized	  realms	  of	  
learning,	  where	  disciplinary	  experts	  collaborate	  within	  agreed	  upon	  conventions	  to	  




disciplinary	  literacy	  instruction	  should	  actually	  look	  like	  (Gillis,	  2014;	  Gabriel	  &	  
Wenz,	  2017).	  	  What	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instruction	  ultimately	  becomes	  depends	  on	  
the	  instructional	  goals	  and	  the	  students	  in	  the	  classroom	  (Gabriel	  &	  Wenz,	  2017).	  
Further,	  we	  are	  also	  learning	  that	  the	  traditional	  cognitive	  reading	  strategies	  that	  
can	  be	  used	  across	  content	  areas	  can	  be	  infused	  into	  disciplinary	  content	  learning	  if	  
they	  are	  tailored	  to	  the	  disciplinary	  and	  classroom	  context	  (Brozo,	  Moorman,	  Meyer	  
&	  Stewart,	  2013).	  Thus,	  we	  are	  finding	  common	  ground	  between	  content	  area	  
literacy	  and	  disciplinary	  literacy.	  	  
As	  we	  endeavor	  to	  learn	  more	  about	  how	  teachers	  learn	  to	  adopt	  and	  adapt	  
(Gilles,	  2014)	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  practices,	  we	  must	  examine	  the	  
connections	  between	  what	  we	  know	  about	  how	  teachers	  learn	  best,	  the	  contexts	  
and	  structures	  known	  to	  produce	  positive	  instructional	  change,	  and	  student	  
achievement.	  	  While	  we	  now	  have	  a	  good	  research	  base	  in	  various	  aspects	  of	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  we	  know	  something	  about	  what	  that	  instruction	  might	  look	  
like,	  we	  know	  little	  about	  which	  professional	  development	  design	  will	  best	  support	  
teachers	  as	  they	  learn	  about	  disciplinary	  literacy	  content	  and	  pilot	  and	  refine	  known	  
and	  new	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies.	  
What	  are	  the	  connections	  between	  effective	  teacher	  professional	  
development,	  instructional	  change	  and	  student	  achievement?	  	  	  
	  
In	  order	  for	  teachers	  to	  infuse	  new	  instructional	  strategies	  in	  secondary	  
content	  classrooms,	  they	  will	  need	  professional	  learning	  about	  disciplinary	  literacy	  




tweak,	  refine	  and	  invent	  new	  instructional	  strategies	  that	  will	  help	  a	  wider	  range	  of	  
students	  access,	  synthesize,	  and	  communicate	  disciplinary	  content	  learning	  (Gillis,	  
2014;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  	  What	  is	  the	  best	  professional	  development	  design	  to	  do	  
this?	  To	  begin	  to	  address	  this	  question,	  it	  makes	  sense	  to	  examine	  what	  we	  know	  
about	  professional	  learning	  that	  can	  lead	  to	  instructional	  change,	  which	  in	  turn,	  can	  
increase	  student	  learning	  and	  achievement.	  	  
Professional	  learning	  via	  peer	  collaboration	  in	  learning	  communities	  led	  by	  
teachers	  shows	  promise	  in	  the	  literature	  in	  producing	  positive	  school	  change	  
(Danielson,	  2006;	  Goddard,	  Y.,	  Goddard,	  R.	  &	  Tschannen-­‐Moran,	  2007;	  Renee	  Center	  
for	  Educational	  &	  Policy	  Research	  Report,	  2014).	  However,	  teacher	  collaboration	  
and	  leadership	  do	  not	  naturally	  occur	  without	  a	  supportive	  context,	  nor	  has	  it	  been	  
a	  feature	  of	  American	  public	  schools	  over	  time	  (DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  2011;	  Elmore,	  
2000;	  Hargreaves,	  2010;	  Hargreaves	  &	  Fullan,	  2012;	  Lortie,	  1975).	  Schools	  in	  the	  
United	  States	  have	  been	  historically	  organized	  with	  teachers	  working	  at	  the	  bottom	  
of	  a	  “loosely	  coupled”	  organization	  in	  isolation	  from	  one	  another,	  with	  
administrators	  working	  at	  the	  top.	  Such	  organizations	  are	  not	  set	  up	  to	  promote	  
collaborative	  learning	  (Elmore,	  2000)	  or	  the	  adaptive	  leadership	  skills	  needed	  to	  
solve	  new	  and	  evolving	  student	  challenges	  (Breidenstein,	  Glickman,	  &	  Hensley,	  
2012;	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  2010;	  DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  2011;	  Hargreaves	  &	  Fullan,	  
2012;	  Heifetz	  et	  al.,	  2009).	  	  
As	  with	  good	  to	  great	  company	  leaders	  (Collins,	  2001),	  effective	  school	  




leadership	  to	  develop	  (Bryk,	  2010;	  Collins,	  2001;	  Danielson,	  2006;	  Sterrett,	  2015).	  
We	  know	  that	  when	  teacher-­‐led	  teams	  function	  well	  (when	  teachers	  learn	  together,	  
share	  data,	  practices	  and	  the	  like),	  student	  engagement,	  learning	  and	  performance	  
improve	  (Bryk,	  2010;	  Danielson,	  2006;	  McLaughlin	  &	  Talbert,	  2006).	  	  Further,	  when	  
this	  collaborative,	  inquiry-­‐oriented	  learning	  is	  job-­‐embedded,	  provides	  for	  active	  
learning,	  is	  sustained	  over	  time,	  and	  is	  focused	  on	  improving	  instructional	  practice	  
to	  address	  student-­‐learning	  challenges,	  student	  achievement	  rises	  (Breidenstein	  et	  
al.,	  2012;	  Borko,	  2004;	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  Wei,	  Andree,	  Richardson	  &	  Orphanos,	  
2009;	  DuFour,	  1998;	  Garet,	  Porter,	  Desimone,	  Birman,	  &	  Yoon,	  2001;	  Guskey	  &	  
Yoon,	  2009;	  McLaughlin	  &	  Talbert,	  2006;	  Talbert,	  2010).	  This	  collective	  research	  
suggests	  that	  there	  is	  a	  positive	  relationship	  between	  student	  learning	  gains	  and	  the	  
extent	  to	  which	  teachers	  in	  the	  school	  work	  and	  learn	  together	  in	  ways	  that	  are	  
focused	  on	  meeting	  student	  learning	  needs	  and	  challenges.	  	  
Despite	  this	  research,	  teachers	  in	  the	  United	  States	  typically	  spend	  more	  time	  
isolated	  in	  their	  classrooms	  than	  time	  spent	  collaborating	  with	  colleagues	  (Darling-­‐
Hammond	  et	  al.,	  2009;	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  2010).	  In	  addition,	  our	  teachers	  spend	  
less	  time	  working	  in	  teams	  than	  in	  other	  professional	  fields,	  and	  compared	  to	  
teachers	  in	  higher	  performing	  school	  systems	  worldwide	  (Darling	  Hammond,	  2010;	  
Nelson,	  2012).	  Further,	  compared	  to	  other	  school	  systems	  that	  produce	  students	  
who	  outperform	  our	  students	  on	  international	  assessments	  (PISA,	  2012),	  teachers	  
in	  our	  country	  spend	  more	  time	  teaching	  and	  less	  time	  collaborating,	  learning,	  and	  




Hammond	  et	  al.,	  2009;	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  2010;	  NCTE,	  2011;	  Tucker,	  2014;	  Risko	  &	  
Vogt,	  2016).	  	  Finally,	  teachers	  within	  the	  United	  States	  have	  less	  high	  quality,	  job-­‐
embedded	  professional	  development	  that	  encourages	  and	  develops	  collaborative	  
inquiry	  skills	  that	  research	  suggests	  are	  most	  effective	  in	  transforming	  teacher	  
practice	  in	  ways	  that	  increase	  student	  outcomes	  (Darling	  Hammond	  et	  al.,	  2009;	  
Darling-­‐Hammond,	  2010;	  Nelson,	  2012;	  Moje,	  2015;	  Risko	  &	  Vogt,	  2016).	  	  
This	  collective	  research	  suggests	  that	  in	  general,	  our	  teachers	  are	  not	  
effectively	  working	  together	  to	  address	  student	  needs	  and	  learning	  challenges.	  
Secondary	  students	  certainly	  have	  literacy	  challenges	  across	  the	  content	  areas,	  so	  
we	  need	  teachers	  focused,	  in	  inquiry-­‐focused	  and	  collaborative	  ways,	  on	  these	  
student	  challenges.	  Additionally,	  teachers	  are	  not	  typically	  experiencing	  the	  kind	  of	  
job-­‐situated	  professional	  development	  that	  can	  build	  common	  understanding,	  
language,	  and	  collaborative	  practices	  across	  the	  faculty	  that	  can	  drive	  changes	  in	  
teacher	  practice.	  Further,	  most	  school	  leaders	  are	  not	  creating	  the	  context	  for	  this	  to	  
happen	  either.	  Therefore,	  we	  are	  not	  building	  conditions	  where	  seasoned	  and	  
effective	  teachers,	  who	  have	  built	  their	  own	  expertise	  over	  time	  within	  their	  own	  
classrooms,	  spread	  their	  knowledge	  and	  further	  expand	  their	  wisdom	  and	  craft	  via	  
working	  and	  learning	  with	  capable	  colleagues.	  
All	  this	  suggests	  the	  need	  for	  a	  cultural	  shift	  in	  schools	  from	  one	  of	  
autonomous	  and	  isolated	  practice,	  to	  a	  more	  collaborative	  culture	  where	  teachers	  
drive	  their	  own	  learning	  within	  communities	  of	  practice	  (Wenger,	  1998),	  led	  by	  




concern	  or	  passion	  for	  something	  they	  do	  and	  learn	  how	  to	  do	  it	  better	  as	  they	  
interact	  regularly	  (Wenger,	  2009,	  p.	  1).”	  Effective	  communities	  of	  practice	  do	  not	  
develop	  easily	  (Wenger,	  1998),	  particularly	  within	  cultures	  that	  have	  valued	  and	  
propelled	  isolationism	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017;	  DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  2011).	  They	  depend	  
on	  a	  variety	  of	  individual	  and	  collective	  factors	  and	  commitments	  that	  will	  be	  
explained	  later	  in	  this	  document.	  	  	  	  
I	  turn	  next	  to	  examining	  professional	  learning	  communities,	  which	  have	  been	  
identified	  in	  the	  literature	  as	  a	  collaborative	  structure,	  that	  when	  functioning	  well,	  
can	  produce	  school	  change	  (literature	  follows).	  There	  are	  many	  structures	  in	  many	  
schools	  that	  are	  called,	  “professional	  learning	  communities	  (PLC’s),”	  which	  do	  not	  
function	  as	  an	  effective	  PLC	  (Dobbs,	  et	  al.,	  2017;	  DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  2011;	  Talbert,	  
2010)	  and	  thus,	  not	  as	  a	  community	  of	  practice	  (Wenger,	  1998).	  Below,	  I	  examine	  
what	  a	  true	  PLC	  is	  and	  its	  history.	  
Professional	  Learning	  Communities:	  How	  can	  PLCs	  help	  build	  teacher	  capacity	  
in	  sustainable	  ways?	  
With	  regards	  to	  supporting	  secondary	  teachers	  in	  developing	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  understanding	  and	  instructional	  practices,	  fairly	  recent	  research	  suggests	  
that	  when	  teachers	  collaborate	  and	  build	  skills	  and	  knowledge	  of	  best	  instructional	  
practices	  within	  professional	  learning	  communities,	  student	  achievement	  rises,	  
including	  the	  achievement	  of	  students	  on	  the	  lower	  end	  of	  the	  achievement	  gap	  




Turner	  &	  Hsiao,	  2009;	  McNaughton	  &	  Lai,	  2009).	  	  Because	  there	  is	  wide	  variance	  in	  
the	  success	  of	  learning	  groups	  that	  call	  themselves	  professional	  learning	  
communities	  (i.e.	  Dana	  &	  Yendol-­‐Hoppey,	  2008;	  Dana	  &	  Yendol-­‐Hoppey,	  2016;	  
DuFour,	  2011),	  it	  makes	  sense	  to	  examine	  the	  features	  of	  successful	  PLCs.	  
What	  is	  a	  well	  functioning	  PLC?	  
 The	  concept	  of	  professional	  learning	  communities	  trickled	  into	  the	  education	  
world	  and	  schools	  in	  the	  mid-­‐1990’s,	  after	  a	  long	  period	  of	  largely	  unsuccessful	  
school	  reforms	  (DuFour,	  2011;	  DuFour	  &	  Eaker,	  1998).	  During	  this	  time,	  
researchers	  started	  looking	  both	  within	  and	  outside	  the	  field	  of	  education	  to	  see	  
how	  business	  and	  other	  successful	  organizations	  were	  leading	  effective	  
organizational	  change.	  It	  was	  this	  research,	  driven	  by	  management	  experts	  such	  as	  
Peter	  Drucker	  and	  Peter	  Senge,	  along	  with	  leading	  educators	  such	  as	  Linda	  Darling-­‐
Hammond	  and	  Michael	  Fullan,	  who	  determined	  that	  the	  key	  to	  real	  organizational	  
change	  was	  driven	  internally	  by	  colleagues	  and	  leaders	  collaboratively	  working	  and	  
learning	  together	  to	  find	  innovative	  ways	  to	  meet	  the	  increasingly	  complex	  array	  of	  
challenges	  they	  faced.	  This	  notion	  evolved	  into	  the	  concept	  of	  professional	  learning	  
communities	  (DuFour,	  1998).	  	  	  
Elements	  of	  effective	  PLCs	  
A	  number	  of	  studies	  have	  helped	  us	  discern	  key	  elements	  of	  professional	  




learning	  needs	  and	  challenges	  (Little,	  2003;	  Little	  &	  McLaughlin,	  1993;	  McLaughlin	  
&	  Talbert,	  2006).	  Key	  characteristics	  identified	  across	  the	  literature	  on	  effective	  
PLC’s	  follow:	  
1. Shared	  norms	  and	  values:	  Specifically,	  we	  know	  that	  functional,	  
collaborative	  teacher-­‐led	  teams	  have	  established	  norms	  for	  
collaboration,	  a	  shared	  vision	  for	  student	  learning,	  and	  agree	  on	  
certain	  instructional	  and	  assessment	  practices	  (Visscher	  &	  Witziers,	  
2008).	  	  
2. Reflective	  discussions	  and	  learning	  focused	  on	  student	  outcomes	  
and	  the	  challenges	  associated	  with	  student	  learning	  (DuFour,	  
2011;	  NCTE,	  2012;	  Talbert	  2010).	  In	  PLC’s	  that	  work,	  teachers	  center	  
their	  discussions	  and	  learning	  in	  finding	  ways	  to	  address	  student	  
learning	  challenges.	  Further,	  these	  discussions	  are	  typically	  
structured	  by	  protocols	  (Dana	  &	  Yendol-­‐Hoppey,	  2008,	  2016).	  
3. De-­‐privatized	  classroom	  practice:	  Teachers	  feel	  comfortable	  
opening	  their	  classroom	  to	  peers	  and	  others,	  such	  that	  classrooms	  
become	  a	  laboratory	  or	  hub	  for	  innovation	  (Bryk,	  2010;	  Kruse	  &	  
Louis,	  1993).	  
4. Whole	  group	  accountability	  and	  responsibility	  for	  improved	  student	  
learning	  (Talbert,	  2010).	  PLC	  members	  hold	  each	  other	  accountable	  




5. Effective	  networking:	  Effective	  PLC’s	  have	  a	  broad	  range	  of	  
professional	  contacts	  and	  networks	  from	  which	  they	  draw	  knowledge	  
and	  guidance.	  To	  support	  teachers	  in	  their	  collaborative	  pursuit	  of	  
knowledge,	  successful	  PLC’s	  network	  with	  university-­‐based	  scholars	  
(who	  often	  become	  colleagues)	  and	  other	  PLC’s	  to	  tap	  expertise	  
regarding	  instructional	  issues	  (Jackson	  &	  Temperley,	  2007;	  Mitchell	  &	  
Sackney,	  2007;	  Stoll,	  Robertson,	  Butler-­‐Kisper,	  Slar	  &	  Whittingham,	  
2007).	  
6. Trust	  and	  respect:	  Trust	  among	  and	  between	  teachers	  and	  between	  
the	  administration	  and	  teachers	  are	  necessary	  for	  the	  effective	  
collaboration	  that	  improves	  teaching	  and	  learning	  (Bryk,	  2010;	  Bryk,	  
A.S.	  &	  Schneider,	  B.,	  2003;	  Daly	  &	  Chrispeels,	  2008;	  Kruse	  &	  Luis,	  
1993).	  
7. Certain	  organizational	  and	  building	  design	  features	  facilitate	  the	  
growth	  and	  functioning	  of	  these	  teams,	  such	  as	  common	  planning	  
time	  and	  space	  to	  meet	  and	  collaborate	  with	  colleagues	  in	  both	  a	  
planned	  and	  spontaneous	  manner	  (Kruse	  &	  Louis,	  1993;	  Louis,	  1994).	  
8. Effective	  leadership:	  We	  know	  that	  there	  is	  a	  positive	  relationship	  
between	  effective	  teacher	  leadership	  of	  these	  learning	  communities,	  
combined	  with	  supportive	  school	  administration,	  that	  encourages	  the	  
kind	  of	  distributed	  leadership	  the	  literature	  suggests	  can	  increase	  




Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2014,	  Dana	  &	  Yendol-­‐Hoppey,	  2008,	  2016).	  For	  others,	  
see	  the	  upcoming	  section	  on	  teacher	  leadership).	  
9. Coordination:	  There	  needs	  to	  be	  coordination	  of	  the	  various	  inquiry	  
based,	  teacher-­‐led	  teams	  throughout	  the	  school,	  so	  that	  what	  is	  
learned	  is	  disseminated	  to	  all	  relevant	  school	  faculty	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  
2017;	  Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2016	  Jacobson,	  2010).	  
10. Understand	  collaboration	  and	  strive	  for	  critical	  friendship:	  
Participants	  learn	  to	  work	  together	  and	  critique	  each	  other	  in	  positive	  
ways	  (Dana	  &	  Yendol-­‐Hoppey,	  2008,	  2016).	  
There	  are	  a	  number	  of	  terms	  in	  the	  literature,	  which	  are	  synonymous	  with	  
professional	  learning	  communities	  that	  function	  well	  and	  are	  characterized	  by	  the	  
same	  elements	  as	  effective	  PLCs,	  but	  have	  different	  founding	  histories.	  Critical	  
friend	  groups,	  or	  CFGs,	  came	  out	  of	  the	  work	  of	  the	  Annenberg	  Institute	  for	  School	  
Reform	  at	  Brown	  University.	  They	  are	  typically	  comprised	  of	  six	  to	  eight	  members.	  
Like	  effective	  PLCs,	  CFGs	  use	  structured	  discussion	  protocols	  and	  require	  skilled	  
facilitation	  to	  function	  well	  (Cox,	  2010;	  Fahey,	  2011;	  Moore	  &	  Hicks,	  2014).	  
Intentional	  learning	  communities,	  or	  ILCs	  (Fahey	  &	  Ippolito,	  2015)	  emerged	  out	  of	  
the	  School	  Reform	  Initiative	  (SRI)	  and	  are	  rigorous	  and	  reflective	  collaborative	  
learning	  groups	  that	  also	  share	  the	  same	  elements	  as	  effective	  PLCs.	  Intentional	  
learning	  communities	  also	  depend	  on	  structured	  discussion	  protocols	  and	  skilled	  




learning	  community	  that	  are	  characterized	  by	  mutual	  engagement,	  shared	  
repertoire,	  joint	  enterprise,	  participation	  and	  reification,	  skilled	  facilitation	  and	  
leadership	  and	  account	  for	  identity	  shifts	  of	  both	  the	  group	  and	  its	  individual	  
members.	  The	  quality	  of	  reflective	  discourse	  in	  all	  of	  these	  effective,	  collaborative	  
learning	  communities	  determines	  how	  influential	  these	  groups	  are	  in	  
transformational	  school	  change	  (Fahey	  &	  Ippolito).	  
Why	  are	  teacher	  leaders	  important?	  
Teacher	  leadership	  is	  an	  evolving	  field	  with	  an	  evolving	  definition,	  as	  there	  
are	  many	  roles	  and	  functions	  that	  teacher	  leaders	  undertake	  (York-­‐Barr	  &	  Duke,	  
2004).	  Of	  relevance	  to	  this	  study,	  teacher	  leaders	  are	  noted	  in	  the	  literature	  to	  be	  
central	  to	  school	  improvement	  and	  can	  drive	  instructional	  change	  (York-­‐Barr	  &	  
Duke,	  2004;	  Danielson,	  2006).	  Researchers	  have	  also	  discerned	  that	  teacher	  
leadership	  is	  an	  essential	  structure	  in	  driving	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  
change	  (Charner-­‐Laird	  et	  al.,	  2014;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2016;	  Ippolito,	  2013;	  Ippolito,	  
Dobbs,	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  2014;	  Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2016;	  Dobbs,	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  
	  Despite	  the	  fairly	  substantial	  body	  of	  research	  suggesting	  that	  teacher	  
leadership	  of	  functional	  PLCs	  focused	  on	  improving	  instructional	  practice	  and	  
student	  learning	  can	  increase	  student	  achievement	  (Bryk,	  A.S.,	  	  2010;	  Carroll,	  
Fulton,	  &	  Doerr,	  2010;	  Danielson,	  2006;	  Kruse,	  Louis,	  &	  Bryk,	  1994;	  McLaughlin	  &	  
Talbert,	  2001;	  Newmann,	  F.M.,	  Smith,	  Allensworth,	  &	  Bryk,	  2001;	  Newmann,	  F.	  &	  




2014;	  Sebring,	  Allensworth,	  Bryk,	  Easton,	  Luppescu,	  2006),	  it	  rarely	  occurs	  
(Breidenstein	  et	  al.,	  2012;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  This	  is	  unfortunate	  as	  scholars	  who	  
study	  leadership	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  fields,	  including	  business	  and	  diplomacy	  (Collins,	  
2001;	  Heifetz	  et	  al.,	  2009),	  agree	  that	  part	  of	  a	  successfully	  led	  organization	  includes	  
distributed	  leadership.	  In	  schools,	  this	  can	  take	  the	  form	  of	  teacher	  leadership	  of	  
collaborative	  teams	  charged	  with	  solving	  problems	  of	  practice.	  Thus,	  effective	  
teacher	  leadership	  is	  likely	  a	  key	  lever	  in	  positive	  school	  and	  instructional	  change.	  
In	  contexts	  where	  teacher	  leadership	  is	  supported	  and	  encouraged,	  teacher	  
leaders	  can	  play	  a	  central	  role	  in	  improving	  instruction	  beyond	  their	  classrooms.	  In	  
an	  ethnographic	  case	  study	  of	  middle	  school	  teachers	  conducted	  in	  Singapore	  that	  
examined	  the	  effects	  of	  teacher	  leadership	  on	  PLC	  function	  and	  on	  changes	  in	  
instruction	  suggest	  key	  findings	  that	  are	  relevant	  to	  this	  study	  (Hairon,	  Wee	  Pin	  Goh	  
&	  Siew	  Kheng,	  Chua	  (2015).	  First,	  the	  authors	  found	  that	  teacher	  leaders	  build	  
collaborative	  relationships	  with	  colleagues.	  Second,	  they	  facilitate	  teacher	  learning	  
and	  development.	  Third,	  teacher	  leaders	  facilitate	  instructional	  change.	  Finally,	  their	  
deliberate	  intention	  to	  influence	  their	  colleagues	  is	  key	  to	  their	  effectiveness.	  	  The	  
authors	  conclude	  that	  teacher	  leadership	  is	  a	  complex	  construct	  involving:	  1)	  
collaborative	  and	  collegial	  relationships;	  2)	  facilitation	  of	  teacher	  development	  and	  
learning;	  and	  3)	  encouragement	  of	  improved	  teacher	  instructional	  practice	  (Hairon	  
et	  al.,	  2015).	  	  




Barr	  &	  Duke,	  2004)	  and	  thus	  in	  communities	  of	  practice.	  	  However,	  creating	  a	  
teacher-­‐led,	  collaborative	  cultural	  context	  where	  teachers	  learn	  and	  work	  together	  
is	  not	  an	  easy	  task	  for	  a	  variety	  of	  reasons	  (Breidenstein	  et	  al.,	  2012;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  
2017).	  Among	  them	  is	  the	  historically	  individual	  and	  isolated	  nature	  of	  classroom	  
teaching	  that	  has	  characterized	  the	  culture	  of	  schools	  in	  this	  country	  for	  decades	  
(Lortie,	  1975)	  and	  because	  teacher	  leadership	  has	  not	  been	  factored	  into	  the	  ways	  
that	  schools	  have	  been	  historically	  structured	  (Elmore,	  2000).	  
Designing	  professional	  development	  that	  produces	  meaningful	  instructional	  
change	  is	  not	  easy.	  Even	  professional	  development	  designed	  to	  include	  all	  features	  
known	  to	  build	  teacher	  knowledge	  that	  results	  in	  instructional	  change	  are	  not	  
always	  successful	  (Kennedy,	  2016).	  It	  is	  also	  important	  to	  consider	  the	  learning	  
process	  itself	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017);	  thus,	  I	  turn	  next	  to	  the	  process	  of	  inquiry.	  
Why	  is	  Inquiry	  Important	  in	  Professional	  Learning?	  
Teacher	  inquiry,	  stance,	  and	  skills	  make	  use	  of	  teacher	  expertise	  and	  critical	  
thinking,	  enabling	  teachers	  to	  develop	  questions	  that	  can	  drive	  the	  learning	  process	  
and	  can	  lead	  to	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  (Cochran-­‐Smith	  &	  Lytle,	  
2009;	  Cochran-­‐Smith	  &	  Stern,	  2015;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  Active	  inquiry	  is	  the	  key	  
ingredient	  in	  turning	  learning	  into	  change	  (Bransford,	  Brown	  &	  Cocking,	  1999).	  
Noted	  scholars	  who	  study	  professional	  learning	  have	  identified	  inquiry	  as	  a	  key	  




inquiry	  in	  problem	  solving	  to	  address	  student-­‐learning	  issues	  has	  changed	  teacher	  
practice	  (Windschitl,	  Thompson	  &	  Braaten,	  2011)	  and	  engages	  teachers	  (Lieberman	  
&	  Miller,	  2014);	  thus,	  it	  increases	  their	  motivation	  to	  learn.	  Further,	  when	  problem	  
solving	  to	  address	  problems	  of	  practice	  drives	  professional	  learning,	  instructional	  
change	  happens	  (Risko	  &	  Vogt,	  2016).	  Inquiry	  learning	  is	  also	  an	  essential	  
ingredient	  in	  building	  effective	  distributed	  leadership,	  where	  teacher	  leaders	  have	  a	  
voice	  in	  identifying	  and	  tackling	  problems	  of	  practice.	  Inquiry	  is	  also	  central	  in	  the	  
instructional	  and	  cultural	  shifts	  necessary	  for	  school	  improvement	  (Copeland,	  
2003).	  	  
One	  feature	  of	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  project	  under	  study	  is	  encouraging	  
teachers	  to	  identify	  questions	  that	  drive	  collaborative	  cycles	  of	  inquiry	  aimed	  at	  
addressing	  student	  literacy	  learning	  challenges	  in	  their	  classroom.	  This	  process,	  in	  
turn,	  guides	  their	  professional	  learning.	  The	  goal	  of	  this	  collaborative	  inquiry	  is	  to	  
learn	  about	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies	  that	  can	  unlock	  student-­‐learning	  
challenges	  in	  the	  content	  areas.	  	  These	  inquiry	  cycles	  generally	  have	  six	  steps	  within	  
the	  sequence,	  including:	  1)	  identifying	  problems	  and	  focus	  areas	  based	  in	  data;	  2)	  
refining	  or	  narrowing	  the	  question	  or	  focus;	  3)	  identifying	  measurable	  goals;	  4)	  
building	  an	  action	  plan;	  5)	  taking	  action;	  and	  6)	  reflecting	  and	  analyzing	  the	  results	  
to	  guide	  next	  steps	  (Copeland,	  2003).	  	  	  
Maintaining	  an	  inquiry	  stance	  is	  one	  of	  the	  critical	  factors	  in	  successful,	  




“inquiry	  as	  stance”	  is	  also	  central	  to	  teacher	  leadership	  (Cochran-­‐Smith	  &	  Stern,	  
2014).	  Cochran-­‐Smith	  (2004)	  and	  colleagues	  have	  described	  “inquiry	  as	  stance”	  as	  a	  
way	  of	  thinking	  about	  how	  to	  solve	  problems	  in	  ways	  that	  create	  space	  for	  one	  to	  
question,	  research	  and	  experiment	  with	  ways	  to	  address	  contextual	  challenges.	  Key	  
to	  this	  concept	  is	  that	  knowledge	  is	  not	  only	  formal	  and	  practical,	  but	  is	  also	  the	  
result	  of	  tinkering	  and	  experimenting	  with	  what	  is	  known,	  combined	  with	  the	  
particulars	  of	  a	  given	  context,	  such	  as	  a	  classroom.	  With	  this	  adaptive	  mindset,	  
teachers	  synthesize	  multiple	  factors	  (such	  as	  content,	  pedagogy,	  knowledge	  of	  their	  
students,	  and	  the	  socio-­‐cultural	  context)	  in	  order	  to	  experiment	  with	  what	  is	  known	  
in	  order	  to	  implement	  or	  create	  a	  solution	  that	  addresses	  a	  particular,	  contextually	  
specific	  problem.	  	  The	  type	  of	  learning	  that	  creates	  an	  inquiry	  stance	  happens	  best	  
within	  learning	  communities	  (Cochran-­‐Smith,	  2014,	  p.	  197).	  	  
	   Scholars	  who	  have	  studied	  teacher	  collaborative	  inquiry	  as	  a	  characteristic	  of	  
successful	  professional	  development,	  envision	  teams	  of	  teachers	  working	  together	  
within	  cycles	  of	  inquiry	  where,	  dialogue	  about	  the	  successes	  and	  challenges	  of	  
classroom	  practice	  and	  student	  performance	  are	  an	  ongoing	  norm	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  
2017;	  Nelson	  &	  Slavit,	  2008).	  	  Ideally,	  teachers	  determine	  the	  subject	  of	  inquiry,	  
conduct	  the	  necessary	  research,	  and	  then	  develop	  an	  action	  plan	  to	  address	  the	  
issue,	  which	  becomes	  refined	  over	  time	  within	  the	  inquiry	  cycle.	  This	  kind	  of	  
collaborative	  inquiry	  can	  produce	  long-­‐term	  positive	  change	  in	  schools	  (Giles	  &	  




Relevant	  Gaps	  in	  the	  Literature	  
We	  have	  a	  developing	  knowledge	  base	  regarding	  how	  the	  academic	  
disciplines	  differ	  in	  language	  use,	  modes	  of	  inquiry,	  and	  communication.	  We	  also	  
have	  a	  fairly	  substantial	  research	  base	  in	  what	  makes	  professional	  learning	  
communities	  successful	  and	  the	  benefits	  of	  teacher	  leadership	  and	  collaborative	  
inquiry	  within	  PLCs.	  What	  we	  know	  little	  about	  is	  the	  process	  by	  which	  teachers	  
learn	  to	  collaborate,	  experiment	  with,	  and	  refine	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  
tools	  and	  strategies	  that	  fit	  their	  own	  unique	  context	  and	  positively	  affect	  student	  
learning	  (Fahey	  &	  Ippolito,	  2014,	  2015).	  We	  also	  know	  little	  about	  which	  
professional	  learning	  designs	  best	  support	  the	  development	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
instructional	  practices	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  	  The	  study	  at	  hand	  investigated	  teacher	  
understanding	  of	  their	  learning,	  the	  factors	  that	  have	  facilitated	  or	  hindered	  this	  
growth,	  and	  what,	  if	  any,	  instructional	  change	  occurred.	  Finally,	  I	  investigated	  
whether	  or	  not	  there	  were	  any	  shifts	  in	  how	  teachers	  approach	  their	  own	  





CHAPTER	  THREE:	  	  THE	  CURRENT	  STUDY	  
Study	  Overview:	  
Context:	  
This	  case	  study	  (Yin,	  2009)	  was	  conducted	  at	  a	  regional,	  suburban	  middle	  
school	  in	  the	  Northeastern	  United	  States.	  The	  Riveredge	  Junior	  High	  School	  
(pseudonym)	  serves	  over	  900	  students	  in	  grades	  seven	  and	  eight.	  There	  are	  six	  
elementary	  schools	  from	  two,	  primarily	  upper	  middle	  class	  adjoining	  towns	  that	  
feed	  into	  this	  school.	  This	  middle	  school	  (the	  terms	  junior	  high	  and	  middle	  school	  
are	  used	  interchangeably	  in	  this	  report)	  feeds	  into	  one	  regional	  high	  school,	  located	  
next	  door.	  	  	  
As	  one	  drives	  into	  the	  school	  complex,	  comprised	  of	  an	  elementary	  school,	  
administrative	  buildings,	  the	  middle	  and	  high	  school,	  it	  is	  obvious	  the	  district	  is	  well	  
resourced.	  Four	  well-­‐maintained,	  all-­‐weather	  tennis	  courts	  sit	  beside	  the	  Junior	  
High.	  Another	  six,	  equally	  maintained	  tennis	  courts	  sit	  beside	  the	  high	  school.	  
Within	  the	  complex,	  are	  a	  number	  of	  well-­‐groomed	  soccer,	  baseball,	  football,	  and	  
lacrosse	  fields.	  The	  well-­‐landscaped	  buildings	  and	  grounds	  mirror	  the	  generally	  
well-­‐dressed	  student	  population.	  Both	  towns	  that	  comprise	  this	  district	  are	  sought	  
after	  by	  parents	  looking	  for	  “the	  best	  educational	  opportunities	  for	  their	  children,”	  
according	  to	  the	  district	  website.	  
The	  Brookville	  (pseudonym)	  school	  system	  ranks	  in	  the	  top	  25	  districts	  in	  
the	  state	  and	  in	  the	  top	  600	  nation-­‐wide,	  according	  to	  US	  News	  and	  World	  Report.	  




courses	  and	  95%	  of	  them	  pass	  with	  a	  score	  of	  3	  out	  of	  5	  or	  higher.	  The	  student	  body	  
district-­‐wide	  is	  predominantly	  white	  (58%).	  The	  remaining	  42%	  of	  students	  are	  
Asian	  (31%),	  Hispanic	  or	  Latino	  (4%),	  multi-­‐race	  (4%),	  or	  African	  American	  (2%).	  
Less	  than	  one	  percent	  of	  students	  are	  Native	  American.	  	  
Over	  the	  last	  ten	  to	  twelve	  years,	  there	  has	  been	  a	  shift	  in	  the	  demographics	  
of	  both	  the	  district	  and	  the	  junior	  high	  school,	  where	  this	  study	  is	  focused.	  The	  
percent	  of	  students	  of	  color	  at	  Riveredge	  Junior	  High	  has	  risen	  from	  21%	  in	  2005	  to	  
nearly	  40%	  in	  2015,	  which	  is	  an	  increase	  of	  over	  18	  percentage	  points	  over	  this	  ten-­‐
year	  period.	  If	  this	  trend	  continues,	  students	  of	  color	  will	  comprise	  the	  majority	  of	  
students	  by	  2020	  in	  this	  school	  and	  in	  the	  district	  at	  large	  (Mass	  DOE	  data).	  	  	  
Along	  with	  this	  shift	  in	  student	  demographics,	  has	  come	  a	  wider	  range	  of	  
language,	  cultural,	  racial,	  economic	  and	  educational	  backgrounds,	  and	  in	  turn,	  a	  
wider	  range	  of	  literacy	  and	  language	  skills	  in	  the	  classroom.	  These	  challenges	  are	  
reflected	  in	  the	  teacher	  voices	  in	  the	  introduction	  of	  this	  report.	  With	  wider	  
diversity,	  comes	  the	  opportunity	  to	  broaden	  our	  understanding.	  However,	  wider	  
diversity	  can	  also	  bring	  about	  new	  student	  challenges,	  which	  must	  factor	  into	  how	  
teachers	  think	  about	  designing	  their	  instruction.	  As	  literacy	  is	  reflective	  of	  language	  
and	  culture,	  the	  following	  student	  voices	  (collected	  by	  teacher	  participants)	  bring	  
perspective	  and	  a	  window	  into	  the	  current	  student	  population	  at	  Riveredge	  Junior	  
High	  and	  how	  they	  are	  feeling:	  	  




I	  have	  given	  up	  even	  telling	  teachers	  the	  correct	  pronunciation	  of	  my	  
name	  because	  no	  teacher	  has	  ever	  pronounced	  it	  correctly.	  	  
	  
As	  a	  white	  girl,	  [people	  think]	  all	  I’m	  interested	  in	  are	  Uggs,	  leggings,	  
and	  Starbucks.	  	  
	  
A	  lot	  of	  people	  think	  I’m	  poor	  because	  I	  was	  born	  in	  Africa.	  
People	  thought	  that	  just	  because	  I’m	  Indian	  that	  I	  do	  Mathcounts	  and	  
other	  math	  related	  stuff,	  even	  though	  I	  don’t.	  
	  
Many	  kids,	  teachers,	  counselors,	  and	  parents	  think	  I’m	  Chinese,	  but	  
I’m	  Vietnamese-­‐American.	  
	  
Teachers	  have	  confused	  me	  with	  the	  other	  black	  student	  on	  my	  team.	  
	  
People	  have	  assumed	  that	  I	  am	  a	  member	  of	  ISIS	  and	  other	  terrorist	  
groups	  because	  I’m	  a	  Muslim.	  Teachers	  have	  asked	  me	  what	  ISIS	  is	  all	  
about.	  
	  
I	  hear	  people	  say	  things	  like	  “I’m	  in	  honors	  math.”	  	  Well,	  you	  are	  
Asian.”	  
	  
People	  thought	  that	  my	  parents	  wanted	  me	  to	  be	  a	  doctor,	  and	  were	  
really	  strict	  about	  my	  grades	  because	  I’m	  Chinese.	  
	  
People	  think	  because	  I’m	  white,	  I	  can’t	  be	  as	  good	  at	  math	  or	  science.	  
	  
I	  get	  told	  my	  friend	  [another	  Indian	  girl]	  looks	  like	  my	  “sister,”	  even	  
though	  my	  friend	  is	  a	  different	  shade	  and	  height!	  
	  
Some	  people	  say	  that	  I	  am	  smart	  because	  of	  my	  race.	  I	  felt	  obligated	  to	  
get	  good	  grades	  and	  prove	  them	  right.	  	  
	  
	  
Along	  with	  this	  shift	  in	  student	  demographics,	  Riveredge	  Junior	  High	  has	  
seen	  a	  shift	  in	  student	  literacy	  needs.	  This	  high	  performing	  school	  has	  an	  increasing	  
number	  of	  students	  entering	  grade	  seven	  who	  have	  significant	  reading	  challenges,	  




language.	  	  Historically,	  the	  predominant	  non-­‐Caucasian	  population	  has	  been	  Asian	  
in	  Brookville	  (pseudonym),	  who	  have	  typically	  been	  high	  achieving	  students.	  	  
However,	  now	  there	  are	  many	  high	  needs	  students	  and	  students	  who	  enter	  without	  
high	  literacy	  in	  their	  native	  language.	  The	  high	  needs	  population	  here	  has	  exploded.	  	  
In	  2017,	  22%	  of	  students	  were	  classified	  as	  “high	  need.”	  In	  2007,	  there	  was	  no	  such	  
classification	  of	  this	  population	  for	  this	  school	  in	  State	  Department	  of	  Education	  
data.	  
The	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  
Although	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  included	  teachers	  from	  both	  the	  
middle	  and	  high	  school,	  participating	  middle	  school	  teachers	  are	  the	  focus	  of	  this	  
study.	  	  I	  include	  below	  a	  description	  of	  the	  entire	  project	  to	  contextualize	  the	  focus	  
of	  this	  study.	  
The	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  began	  with	  district	  leadership	  reaching	  
out	  to	  University	  consultants	  who	  had	  and	  continue	  to	  work	  with	  a	  number	  of	  
districts	  in	  two	  states	  in	  to	  support	  building	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  
capacity	  at	  the	  secondary	  level.	  Planning	  for	  this	  initiative	  began	  during	  the	  2012-­‐
2013	  school	  year	  and	  included	  district	  administrators,	  school	  administrators,	  
teachers,	  and	  university	  consultants.	  What	  emerged	  from	  this	  planning	  was	  a	  vision	  
of	  a	  sociocultural,	  multi-­‐year,	  onsite,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  professional	  learning	  
project	  that	  was	  tailored	  to	  district	  needs	  and	  the	  Common	  Core	  State	  Standards	  
(CCSS).	  	  It	  was	  important	  to	  district	  leaders	  to	  address	  the	  literacy	  needs	  of	  




teacher	  learning.	  At	  the	  time,	  the	  university	  consultants	  involved	  in	  the	  planning	  
were	  in	  the	  midst	  of	  a	  similar,	  multifaceted	  initiative	  in	  another	  district	  that	  was	  
engaging	  teachers	  in	  ways	  that	  produced	  instructional	  change	  that	  likely	  influenced	  
this	  project.	  The	  literacy	  initiative	  in	  this	  district	  resulted	  in	  a	  sociocultural	  vision	  
that	  included	  shared	  learning,	  frequent	  and	  collaborative	  teacher	  interaction,	  and	  
instructional	  experimentation	  and	  innovation.	  The	  training	  was	  also	  designed	  to	  
elicit	  and	  build	  upon	  current	  teacher	  knowledge	  and	  practices.	  The	  Literacy	  
Leadership	  Initiative	  commenced	  with	  the	  first	  cohort	  of	  middle	  and	  high	  school	  
teachers	  in	  the	  fall	  of	  2013.	  This	  evolved	  into	  a	  four-­‐year,	  intensive,	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  professional	  learning	  project	  with	  two	  consecutive	  cohorts	  of	  middle	  and	  
high	  school	  teachers,	  each	  receiving	  two	  years	  of	  training.	  All	  participation	  in	  this	  
initiative	  was	  voluntary.	  The	  Associate	  Principal	  of	  the	  high	  school	  and	  the	  Assistant	  
Principal	  of	  the	  junior	  high	  participated	  in	  both	  cohorts	  and	  functioned	  as	  the	  liaison	  
between	  teachers	  and	  university	  consultants	  in	  planning	  each	  training	  day	  
throughout	  the	  initiative.	  
The	  Training	  
The	  essential	  question	  guiding	  this	  work	  was,	  “How	  can	  we	  support	  
adolescents	  in	  developing	  disciplinary	  reading,	  writing,	  and	  thinking	  skills	  at	  the	  
middle	  and	  high	  school	  levels?”	  Each	  training	  segment	  was	  designed	  around	  various	  
sub-­‐questions,	  such	  as	  “How	  can	  teams	  of	  teachers	  support	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  learners	  
(including	  struggling	  readers,	  English	  language	  learners,	  and	  students	  with	  learning	  




writing	  strategies	  must	  be	  carefully	  selected	  and	  tailored	  to	  match	  disciplinary	  
purposes	  and	  particular	  students’	  needs”	  drove	  the	  learning	  process,	  in	  conjunction	  
with	  teacher	  questions	  and	  their	  desire	  to	  meet	  particular	  student	  challenges.	  
The	  theory	  of	  change	  driving	  this	  work	  was	  that	  if	  shared	  professional	  
learning	  was	  encouraged	  via	  multiple	  professional	  learning	  structures,	  within	  an	  
active	  learning,	  on-­‐site	  context,	  the	  interaction	  of	  these	  elements	  would	  result	  in	  
meaningful,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change.	  The	  structures	  designed	  into	  
this	  initiative	  follow:	  
1. Onsite,	  professional	  development	  workshops	  facilitated	  by	  university	  
consultants	  consisting	  of:	  
a. Dedicated	  professional	  development	  time	  spread	  out	  over	  the	  school	  
year,	  and	  
b. Three	  to	  five	  day	  Summer	  Institutes.	  
2. Professional	  Learning	  Communities	  (PLCs):	  
a. These	  became	  the	  inquiry	  teams.	  
3. Inquiry	  Cycles:	  
a. Inquiry	  teams	  engaged	  in	  inquiry	  cycles	  driven	  by	  a	  shared,	  over	  
arching	  question	  centered	  in	  a	  chosen	  aspect	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
practice.	  	  
4. Structured	  Discussion	  Protocols:	  
a. A	  variety	  of	  structured	  discussion	  protocols	  were	  introduced	  to	  guide	  




5. Learning	  Walks:	  
a. Teachers	  learned	  about	  and	  conducted	  these	  inquiry-­‐focused	  
observations	  of	  each	  other’s	  classrooms,	  to	  deepen	  shared	  learning.	  	  
	  
The	  first	  cohort	  consisted	  of	  22	  teachers,	  12	  from	  the	  high	  school	  and	  10	  
from	  the	  junior	  high.	  First	  year	  training	  consisted	  of	  eight	  on-­‐site	  days	  during	  the	  
2013-­‐2014	  school	  year.	  This	  was	  a	  mix	  of	  full	  and	  half	  day	  meetings	  that	  included	  
teachers	  from	  both	  schools.	  Two	  university	  coaches	  facilitated	  these	  meetings	  
where	  disciplinary	  literacy	  concepts	  were	  introduced,	  then	  further	  investigated	  by	  
smaller	  groups	  of	  teachers	  using	  inquiry	  cycles	  to	  deepen	  their	  understanding	  of	  a	  
chosen	  disciplinary	  literacy	  topic,	  with	  the	  goal	  of	  implementing	  new	  instruction	  to	  
give	  a	  wider	  range	  of	  students	  access	  to	  disciplinary	  texts,	  ways	  of	  thinking,	  
speaking	  and	  writing.	  Teachers	  learned	  to	  collaborate	  in	  these	  smaller	  literacy-­‐
learning	  communities	  to	  build	  knowledge,	  to	  discuss	  ideas,	  and	  to	  develop	  
instructional	  strategies	  aimed	  at	  addressing	  student	  literacy	  related	  challenges	  in	  
their	  classrooms.	  	  A	  range	  of	  discussion	  protocols	  to	  support	  the	  collaborative	  
learning	  process	  was	  introduced	  to	  structure	  small	  and	  larger	  group	  discussions.	  
Disciplinary	  literacy	  core	  content	  introduced	  included	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
strategies,	  academic	  language	  and	  discipline-­‐specific	  vocabulary	  instruction,	  
motivating	  and	  engaging	  students	  with	  text,	  choosing	  and	  using	  multiple	  texts,	  close	  
reading,	  text-­‐based	  questions	  and	  answers,	  considering	  text	  complexity,	  digital	  




The	  disciplinary	  literacy	  leg	  of	  this	  professional	  development	  was	  concerned	  
with	  making	  participants	  aware	  of	  the	  different	  ways	  of	  thinking,	  reading	  and	  
writing	  that	  are	  specific	  to	  each	  academic	  domain	  and	  to	  understand	  how	  these	  
processes	  differ	  between	  domains.	  The	  vocabulary	  portion	  concerned	  building	  oral	  
language	  proficiency	  and	  an	  understanding	  of	  discipline	  specific	  and	  cross-­‐
disciplinary	  academic	  words.	  The	  discussion	  component	  involved	  building	  students’	  
skills	  in	  discussion	  and	  debate	  of	  academic	  concepts	  and	  ideas,	  which	  combined,	  
might	  help	  build	  oral	  and	  written	  academic	  language	  skills.	  The	  digital	  literacy	  
element	  involved	  building	  an	  understanding	  of	  the	  skills	  necessary	  to	  read	  across	  a	  
wide	  variety	  of	  online	  texts	  and	  bridging	  connections	  between	  in-­‐school	  and	  out-­‐of-­‐
school	  literacies.	  The	  multiple	  text	  segment	  introduced	  students	  to	  the	  various	  text	  
genre	  across	  the	  disciplines	  and	  how	  they	  are	  organized,	  both	  within	  and	  across	  
disciplines,	  how	  to	  compare	  and	  contrast	  different	  texts	  on	  the	  same	  topic,	  and	  how	  
to	  analyze	  and	  synthesize	  across	  a	  variety	  of	  complex	  disciplinary	  texts.	  Finally,	  the	  
writing	  to	  learn	  component	  was	  concerned	  with	  focusing	  on	  writing	  to	  convey	  
information,	  writing	  to	  clarify	  thinking,	  writing	  to	  defend	  arguments	  or	  positions	  on	  
various	  issues,	  and	  learning	  to	  write	  in	  the	  various	  academic	  disciplines	  and	  the	  
workplace.	  This	  comprehensive	  disciplinary	  literacy	  professional	  development	  is	  
grounded	  in	  the	  Common	  Core	  State	  Standards	  and	  was	  based	  on	  a	  framework	  
aimed	  at	  addressing	  adolescent	  literacy	  challenges	  (Ippolito	  &	  Lawrence,	  2013;	  
Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  




summer	  institute	  where	  they	  focused	  on	  the	  writing	  process,	  student	  feedback	  on	  
their	  writing,	  and	  writing	  to	  learn.	  They	  also	  examined	  text	  types	  across	  disciplines	  
and	  discussed	  what	  needs	  to	  be	  done,	  in	  order	  to	  accomplish	  their	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  instructional	  vision	  for	  the	  next	  school	  year	  and	  beyond.	  In	  addition,	  they	  
investigated	  topics	  that	  included	  establishing	  and	  maintaining	  a	  healthy	  PLC,	  
coherent	  instructional	  improvement,	  and	  planning	  to	  assess	  progress.	  Finally,	  they	  
conceptualized	  literacy	  leadership	  and	  set	  goals	  for	  year	  two.	  
Training	  in	  year	  two	  focused	  on	  learning	  about	  and	  conducting	  instructional	  
rounds,	  deepening	  learning	  during	  inquiry	  team	  time,	  and	  aligning,	  piloting	  and	  
refining	  new	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  within	  the	  Common	  Core	  
State	  Standards	  (CCSS).	  During	  the	  last	  meeting	  of	  the	  year,	  they	  took	  stock	  of	  the	  
experience,	  charted	  out	  disciplinary	  literacy	  teaching	  and	  learning	  rollout,	  and	  
outlined	  next	  steps	  for	  continuing	  this	  work	  after	  their	  formal	  training	  ended.	  The	  
same	  two	  university	  consultants	  facilitated	  these	  eight	  on-­‐site	  days	  (4	  full	  day,	  4	  half	  
day)	  throughout	  the	  year.	  	  Both	  middle	  and	  high	  school	  teachers	  participated	  
together.	  They	  self-­‐chose	  inquiry	  teams,	  whereby	  they	  directed	  their	  own	  learning	  
with	  support	  from	  the	  university	  coaches	  (the	  terms	  coaches	  and	  consultants	  are	  
used	  interchangeably	  in	  this	  document).	  
The	  training	  structure	  of	  cohort	  two	  was	  a	  bit	  different.	  The	  second	  cohort	  of	  
teachers	  (11	  teachers	  from	  the	  high	  school	  and	  11	  from	  the	  middle	  school)	  
commenced	  their	  shared	  learning	  during	  a	  five-­‐day	  summer	  institute,	  where	  the	  




vocabulary,	  discussion	  and	  oral	  Language;	  multiple	  texts;	  motivation,	  engagement	  
and	  digital	  learning;	  and	  writing	  to	  learn.	  The	  fifth	  day	  of	  the	  institute	  focused	  on	  
introducing	  and	  discussing	  collaborative	  structures	  intended	  to	  support	  their	  own	  
learning	  throughout	  the	  following	  school	  year.	  This	  consisted	  of	  learning	  about	  
effective	  PLC’s,	  inquiry	  cycles	  to	  guide	  learning,	  and	  conducting	  and	  learning	  from	  
instructional	  rounds.	  This	  summer	  institute	  was	  conducted	  the	  week	  before	  the	  
2015-­‐2016	  school	  year	  began.	  
During	  the	  2015-­‐2016	  school	  year,	  there	  were	  four,	  full	  training	  days	  spread	  
throughout	  the	  school	  year,	  which	  were	  held	  in	  October,	  January,	  March	  and	  April.	  
The	  October	  session	  focused	  on	  building	  classroom	  norms	  for	  discussion,	  learning	  
from	  student	  work,	  a	  quick	  review	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  topics	  introduced	  during	  
the	  Summer	  Institute,	  a	  review	  of	  the	  inquiry	  cycle	  process,	  identifying	  a	  key	  
question	  to	  drive	  learning	  within	  inquiry	  groups,	  and	  setting	  a	  vision	  for	  building-­‐
based	  discussion.	  
In	  January,	  the	  cohort	  discussed	  existing	  digital	  literacy	  practices	  and	  
deepened	  their	  learning	  of	  this	  topic	  and	  explored	  text-­‐based	  discussion.	  They	  were	  
also	  introduced	  to	  and	  used	  collaborative	  discussion	  protocols.	  Additionally,	  they	  
had	  inquiry	  team	  time	  to	  further	  learning	  into	  their	  chosen	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
topic.	  The	  March	  session	  was	  focused	  in	  current	  writing	  practices	  in	  their	  
classrooms,	  an	  overview	  of	  best	  practices	  in	  writing	  for	  adolescents,	  and	  writing	  to	  
learn.	  	  The	  April	  and	  final	  session	  for	  the	  year	  was	  focused	  in	  disciplinary	  writing,	  




was	  conducted	  during	  the	  2016-­‐2017	  school	  year.	  Choice	  reading,	  inquiry	  team	  
time,	  and	  building-­‐based	  work	  were	  built	  into	  each	  training	  day.	  
During	  the	  last	  training	  session	  in	  April	  of	  2016,	  the	  middle	  school	  cohort	  
two	  teachers	  decided	  to	  focus	  their	  disciplinary	  literacy	  work	  for	  their	  final	  year	  of	  
training	  in	  interdisciplinary	  teaching	  and	  learning	  for	  the	  following	  school	  year	  and	  
their	  last	  year	  of	  training.	  The	  high	  school	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  decided	  on	  a	  
different	  direction.	  Thus,	  training	  during	  the	  2016-­‐2017	  school	  year	  was	  distinct	  to	  
each	  school	  and	  site	  and	  the	  two	  groups	  split.	  The	  middle	  school	  cohort	  two	  
teachers	  used	  two	  of	  the	  four	  training	  days	  to	  observe	  and	  learn	  from	  two	  other	  
schools	  known	  for	  well-­‐developed	  interdisciplinary	  teaching	  and	  learning.	  The	  final	  
two	  training	  days	  were	  focused	  in	  finding	  literacy	  and	  content	  connections	  between	  
disciplines	  and	  in	  developing	  interdisciplinary	  curriculum	  units,	  supported	  with	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies.	  Teachers	  chose	  their	  topics	  and	  
partners	  with	  whom	  they	  would	  collaborate	  to	  build	  these	  units.	  One	  cohort	  two	  
teacher	  chose	  to	  collaborate	  with	  a	  cohort	  one	  teacher	  on	  the	  same	  grade	  level	  team.	  	  





Table	  1	  details	  the	  middle	  school	  cohort	  one	  and	  two	  teachers:	  
Table	  1:	  Cohorts	  One	  and	  Two	  
Middle	  School	  Cohort	  One	  (10	  teachers,	  
One	  Administrator	  
Middle	  School	  Cohort	  Two	  (11	  teachers,	  
One	  Administrator)	  
• Two	  science	  teachers:	  One	  grade	  7,	  
one	  grade	  8	  (This	  teacher	  joined	  
during	  year	  two	  of	  training.)	  
• Two	  social	  studies	  teachers:	  One	  
grade	  7,	  one	  grade	  8	  
• Two	  English	  language	  arts	  
teachers:	  Both	  grade	  7	  
• One	  special	  education	  teacher,	  
grade	  8	  
• Two	  Academic	  Support	  teachers:	  
One	  grade	  7,	  one	  grade	  8	  
• One	  reading	  teacher	  
• Assistant	  Principal	  
	  
• Two	  English	  language	  arts	  
teachers:	  One	  grade	  7,	  one	  grade	  8	  
• Three	  social	  studies	  teachers:	  One	  
grade	  7,	  two	  grade	  8	  
• One	  science	  teacher,	  grade	  8	  
• One	  math	  teacher:	  grade	  8	  (This	  
teacher	  was	  teaching	  math	  at	  the	  
high	  school	  during	  the	  first	  year	  of	  
cohort	  two	  training.)	  
• Two	  special	  education	  teachers:	  
One	  who	  works	  with	  high-­‐need	  
autistic	  students,	  one	  who	  dropped	  
out	  during	  year	  two.	  
• One	  health	  teacher	  
• One	  media	  specialist	  
• Same	  Assistant	  Principal	  
	  
Five	  cohort	  one	  and	  seven	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  (12	  total)	  agreed	  to	  be	  interviewed	  
for	  this	  study.	  Eight	  out	  of	  ten	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  participated	  in	  the	  cohort	  one	  
focus	  group;	  ten	  out	  of	  eleven	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  and	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  
participated	  in	  the	  cohort	  two	  focus	  group.	  The	  Assistant	  Principal	  also	  was	  
interviewed.	  	  The	  average	  teaching	  experience	  of	  the	  teachers	  interviewed	  was	  14	  
years.	  





Given	  the	  complexity	  of	  the	  professional	  development	  design,	  I	  thought	  it	  
best	  to	  use	  qualitative	  methods	  to	  help	  me	  understand	  how	  teachers	  have	  
experienced	  this	  work,	  particularly	  the	  collaborative	  learning	  structures	  used	  to	  
build	  shared	  knowledge.	  The	  rich	  data	  gained	  through	  qualitative	  methods	  is	  the	  
best	  fit,	  I	  believe,	  to	  capture	  teacher	  learning	  and	  the	  associated	  shifts,	  if	  any,	  in	  
instructional	  practice.	  I	  also	  believe	  these	  methods	  would	  yield	  the	  most	  useful	  data	  
to	  inform	  other	  initiatives	  of	  this	  nature	  in	  other	  school	  systems.	  
Research	  Questions	  
My	  research	  was	  guided	  by	  the	  following	  question:	  
How	  did	  teachers	  describe	  and	  understand	  their	  experience	  within	  a	  multi-­‐year,	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  professional	  learning	  project?	  Of	  particular	  focus:	  
	  
1. How	  did	  teachers	  describe	  and	  understand	  their	  experience	  within	  the	  
professional	  learning	  structures	  (whole	  group	  workshops,	  smaller	  
learning	  groups,	  inquiry	  cycles,	  learning	  walks)	  designed	  into	  the	  
training?	  	  
	  
2. What,	  if	  any,	  instructional	  changes	  that	  teachers	  report	  occurred	  from	  
their	  learning?	  
	  



















1. How	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  understand	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June,	  2017	   Teachers	  	  
2. What,	  if	  any,	  
instructional	  change	  
that	  teachers	  report	  














Field	  notes	  and	  artifacts	  
	  
June,	  2017	   Teachers	  
3. What,	  if	  any,	  changes	  
occurred	  in	  how	  






Teacher	  focus	  group	  semi-­‐
structured	  interviews	  
June,	  2017	   Teachers	  
To	  gain	  background	  




Field	  artifacts	  such	  as	  
meeting	  notes,	  agendas,	  
and	  instructional	  
materials	  





involved	  for	  the	  
duration	  of	  the	  
project.	  




Data	  Collection	  Procedures	  
The	  semi-­‐structured	  focus	  groups	  gave	  each	  cohort	  the	  opportunity	  to	  reflect	  
on	  their	  learning	  and	  their	  experience	  as	  a	  group	  in	  this	  project.	  Questions	  were	  
designed	  to	  elicit	  thoughtful	  responses	  and	  dialogue	  about	  their	  growth	  and	  
learning	  process,	  how	  they	  experienced	  the	  various	  structures	  built	  into	  the	  design	  
of	  this	  project,	  and	  to	  highlight	  any	  frustrations	  or	  challenges	  in	  this	  work.	  The	  
individual	  semi-­‐structured	  interviews	  allowed	  each	  participant	  to	  reflect	  on	  their	  
own	  particular	  experience	  and	  learning	  process,	  and	  what,	  if	  any,	  instructional	  
changes	  they	  have	  made	  in	  their	  classroom.	  I	  also	  probed	  teachers	  about	  how	  any	  
instructional	  changes	  may	  have,	  or	  not,	  affected	  their	  students.	  	  
Teacher	  reflections	  allowed	  teachers	  to	  think	  more	  deeply,	  on	  their	  own	  
time,	  about	  their	  learning	  and	  to	  describe	  and	  provide	  examples	  of	  any	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  instructional	  changes	  they	  made	  during	  and	  since	  their	  training.	  This	  data	  
collection	  instrument	  also	  provided	  teachers	  the	  opportunity	  to	  pass	  on	  other	  
relevant	  field	  documents	  to	  inform	  my	  research.	  All	  data	  resides	  on	  my	  password	  
protected	  hard	  drive,	  my	  external	  hard	  drive	  and	  my	  Google	  drive.	  
To	  further	  my	  understanding	  of	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  from	  its	  genesis,	  I	  
also	  interviewed	  the	  Assistant	  Principal,	  who	  was	  involved	  in	  the	  project	  from	  the	  
initial	  planning	  stages	  and	  for	  the	  duration	  of	  the	  project.	  Finally,	  to	  gain	  further	  
data	  and	  a	  different	  perspective,	  I	  interviewed	  the	  lead	  university	  consultant	  




All	  interviews	  were	  recorded	  using	  both	  an	  iPad	  and	  iPhone	  and	  
subsequently	  uploaded	  to	  my	  password	  protected	  hard	  drive.	  These	  were	  backed	  up	  
on	  my	  password	  protected	  Google	  drive	  and	  an	  external	  hard	  drive,	  that	  resides	  in	  
my	  home	  office,	  which	  is	  locked	  when	  I	  am	  not	  at	  home.	  	  These	  will	  be	  deleted	  when	  
this	  dissertation	  is	  approved.	  The	  semi-­‐structured	  interview	  and	  focus	  group	  
protocols	  and	  the	  teacher	  reflection	  data	  collection	  instrument	  are	  all	  in	  Appendix	  A.	  	  
To	  triangulate	  data,	  I	  also	  took	  richly	  described	  field	  notes	  during	  meetings	  I	  
attended	  and	  classes	  I	  observed	  during	  the	  2016-­‐2017	  school	  year.	  In	  addition,	  I	  
took	  photos	  of	  the	  interior	  and	  exterior	  of	  the	  school	  and	  of	  student	  work	  shared	  
with	  me	  by	  participants.	  All	  student	  names	  have	  been	  deleted	  from	  this	  work.	  Field	  
artifacts	  were	  examined	  to	  better	  understand	  the	  instructional	  strategies	  teachers	  
developed	  and	  described	  in	  interviews	  and	  focus	  groups.	  
	  
Analytic	  Procedures	  and	  Framework	  
I	  have	  discerned	  themes	  and	  patterns	  in	  the	  data	  through	  open	  and	  axial	  
coding	  (Strauss	  &	  Corbin,	  1998;	  Yin,	  2009)	  of	  interview,	  focus	  group	  and	  narrative	  
data,	  focusing	  most	  intently	  on	  changes	  in	  thinking	  about,	  experimenting	  with	  and	  
refining,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  practices.	  Of	  equal	  focus	  were	  noticing	  
and	  coding	  for	  any	  themes	  in	  how	  teachers	  experienced	  the	  collaborative	  structures	  
in	  the	  project	  and	  for	  any	  changes	  in	  how	  they	  approach	  their	  professional	  learning.	  
	   While	  reading	  through	  focus	  group	  and	  individual	  interviews,	  I	  developed	  




individual,	  the	  group,	  and	  the	  context.	  I	  also	  went	  back	  into	  my	  data	  and	  used	  etic	  
codes	  for	  data	  that	  captured	  themes	  in	  the	  literature	  and	  in	  my	  analytic	  framework	  
described	  below.	  	  I	  also	  wrote	  memos	  to	  myself	  as	  I	  went	  through	  the	  data	  to	  make	  
sense	  of	  it	  in	  terms	  of	  my	  research	  objectives,	  my	  analytic	  frame,	  and	  the	  themes,	  
patterns	  and	  trends	  I	  discerned	  from	  the	  data.	  	  I	  also	  looked	  for	  themes	  and	  patterns	  
in	  the	  data	  that	  point	  to	  changes	  in	  how	  teachers	  work	  with	  colleagues	  and	  in	  their	  
work	  reflecting	  on	  and	  conducting	  their	  practice.	  	  
To	  help	  me	  make	  sense	  of	  all	  collected	  data,	  I	  used	  Wenger’s	  (1998)	  
communities	  of	  practice	  as	  an	  analytic	  framework	  to	  guide	  my	  questioning,	  thinking,	  
and	  analysis	  of	  data.	  This	  framework	  helped	  me	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  teacher	  learning	  as	  
a	  social	  process	  within	  collaborative	  communities,	  where	  one	  learns	  by	  doing,	  
experiencing,	  belonging,	  and	  by	  building	  identity	  (Wenger,	  1998,	  p.6).	  In	  such	  school	  
communities,	  teachers	  work,	  learn,	  support,	  and	  are	  held	  accountable	  to	  each	  other	  
in	  their	  quest	  to	  solve	  problems	  of	  practice,	  and	  more	  broadly,	  to	  enhance	  teaching	  
and	  learning	  within	  a	  shared	  context.	  I	  used	  Wenger’s	  (1998)	  three	  dimensions	  of	  
practice:	  mutual	  engagement,	  shared	  repertoire	  and	  joint	  enterprise	  (p.	  73)	  to	  ask	  
questions	  of	  the	  data	  and	  to	  understand	  the	  interrelatedness	  of	  participation	  and	  
reification	  (p.	  63)	  in	  the	  process	  of	  shared	  learning,	  designing,	  piloting	  and	  refining	  
of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  and	  any	  other	  byproducts	  of	  this	  
work.	  	  





This	  researcher	  and	  university	  consultant	  facilitated	  the	  final	  year	  of	  cohort	  
two	  training	  at	  the	  middle	  school.	  From	  a	  research	  standpoint,	  this	  had	  obvious	  
benefits	  and	  concerns.	  On	  the	  plus	  side,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  establish	  a	  professional	  
relationship	  with	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  through	  working	  with	  them	  as	  they	  learned	  
about	  interdisciplinary	  teaching	  and	  learning.	  I	  also	  aimed	  to	  guide	  them	  in	  using	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  as	  the	  common	  thread	  between	  disciplines	  in	  their	  unit	  
planning.	  	  This	  experience	  also	  enabled	  me	  to	  get	  to	  know	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  
through	  our	  collaborative	  planning	  of	  the	  four	  professional	  development	  days	  
scheduled	  during	  the	  school	  year.	  Through	  attending	  meetings	  of	  what	  teachers	  
themselves	  referred	  to	  as	  a	  “critical	  friends	  group,”	  I	  got	  to	  know	  most	  cohort	  one	  
teachers	  and	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  better	  than	  I	  otherwise	  would.	  My	  reason	  for	  
attending	  these	  meetings	  was	  to	  give	  coaching	  time	  in	  return	  for	  using	  the	  school	  as	  
a	  research	  site.	  This	  “critical	  friends	  group”	  was,	  and	  still	  is,	  led	  by	  a	  cohort	  one	  
teacher	  and	  is	  comprised	  of	  both	  cohort	  one	  and	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  who	  wish	  to	  
further	  their	  literacy	  leadership	  in	  the	  building.	  This	  experience,	  I	  believe,	  helped	  
teachers	  and	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  feel	  comfortable	  with	  me	  during	  semi-­‐
structured	  interviews	  and	  focus	  groups.	  I	  was	  also	  invited	  into	  classrooms,	  where	  I	  
was	  able	  to	  take	  field	  notes	  and	  collect	  field	  artifacts.	  This	  consultant	  role	  enabled	  
me	  to	  know	  the	  school	  better	  than	  I	  otherwise	  would.	  
The	  obvious	  drawback	  of	  this	  dual	  role	  is	  possible	  researcher	  bias.	  To	  




and	  focus	  groups,	  teacher	  written	  reflections,	  field	  notes,	  and	  artifacts.	  I	  have	  used	  
field	  artifacts	  to	  better	  understand	  what	  teachers	  described	  in	  their	  interviews	  and	  
focus	  groups	  with	  regards	  to	  new	  instructional	  strategies	  they	  have	  developed;	  thus,	  
they	  have	  been	  used	  to	  triangulate	  data.	  	  I	  have	  also	  conducted	  member	  checks	  to	  be	  
sure	  my	  interpretations	  are	  accurate.	  	  




CHAPTER	  FOUR:	  	  FINDINGS	  
Finding	  One:	  
The	  interaction	  of	  professional	  learning	  structures,	  teacher	  dispositions,	  and	  
school	  leadership	  factors	  created	  conditions	  that	  encouraged	  widespread	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  and	  curriculum	  development.	  
	  
Across	  both	  cohorts,	  all	  participants	  conveyed	  positive	  reflections	  about	  their	  
experience	  in	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative.	  Although	  many	  learning	  and	  design	  
features	  comprised	  this	  disciplinary	  professional	  learning	  project,	  teachers	  
overwhelmingly	  cited	  learning	  and	  collaborating	  with	  their	  colleagues	  in	  their	  
inquiry	  teams	  as	  the	  most	  valuable	  part	  of	  the	  experience.	  While	  all	  participants	  
valued	  the	  professional	  development	  days	  and	  summer	  institutes,	  it	  was	  the	  
importance	  of	  the	  collaborative	  relationships	  they	  built	  during	  these	  sessions	  that	  
came	  up	  repeatedly	  in	  all	  interviews	  and	  focus	  groups.	  The	  other	  structural	  element	  
of	  the	  professional	  development	  design	  valued	  by	  many	  participants	  was	  the	  
learning	  walks.	  Finally,	  many	  participants	  also	  mentioned	  that	  the	  inquiry	  stance	  
encouraged	  by	  consultants	  gave	  them	  the	  time	  and	  cognitive	  space	  to	  do	  this	  work.	  	  
My	  analysis	  revealed	  that	  teacher	  dispositional	  characteristics	  and	  school	  
leadership	  vision	  and	  support	  played	  a	  role	  in	  the	  success	  of	  the	  inquiry	  teams,	  the	  
relationships	  that	  were	  built,	  and	  the	  amount	  and	  extent	  of	  instructional	  change.	  	  
The	  following	  section	  gives	  voice	  to	  participant	  experience	  within	  the	  




the	  associated	  byproducts	  of	  this	  experience.	  I	  also	  outline	  how	  collaborative	  
learning	  structures	  and	  particular	  teacher	  and	  school	  leadership	  factors	  converged	  
to	  enable	  pervasive	  intermediate	  and	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  and	  
innovation.	  
Professional	  development	  structures:	  Inquiry	  teams	  and	  learning	  walks	  
Trusting	  relationships	  developed	  via	  collaborative	  teacher	  learning	  
	  Across	  all	  interview	  and	  focus	  groups,	  all	  participants	  indicated	  they	  valued	  
the	  trust	  and	  collaborative	  relationships	  they	  developed	  between	  members	  of	  their	  
inquiry	  teams	  and	  more	  broadly	  among	  their	  cohort.	  During	  each	  of	  the	  on-­‐site	  
professional	  days,	  the	  morning	  would	  be	  focused	  on	  learning	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
content.	  Afternoons	  were	  dedicated	  to	  inquiry	  work	  within	  self-­‐chosen	  groups	  or	  
teams	  (I	  use	  inquiry	  groups	  and	  inquiry	  teams	  interchangeably	  in	  this	  document).	  
Consultants	  introduced	  and	  guided	  these	  teams	  in	  using	  cycles	  of	  inquiry	  to	  learn	  
about	  an	  aspect	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  the	  group	  chose.	  Consultants	  also	  introduced	  
discussion-­‐based	  protocols	  (McDonald,	  Mohr,	  Dichter	  &	  McDonald,	  2013),	  designed	  
to	  structure	  collaborative	  conversation	  and	  feedback	  dialogue	  for	  each	  segment	  of	  
the	  inquiry	  cycle.	  	  
Organizational	  trust	  is	  the	  key	  ingredient	  necessary	  to	  build	  the	  kind	  of	  
collaborative	  relationships	  that	  produce	  gains	  in	  student	  learning	  (Bryk,	  2010;	  Bryk,	  
et	  al.,	  2003;	  Daly	  &	  Chrispeels,	  2008;	  Kruse	  &	  Louis,	  1993).	  The	  inquiry	  teams	  that	  
evolved	  during	  consultant-­‐facilitated	  professional	  learning	  days	  enabled	  trusting	  




support	  teacher	  commented,	  “There	  were	  plenty	  of	  opportunities	  in	  the	  way	  the	  
meetings	  [professional	  development	  days]	  were	  structured	  in	  the	  beginning	  for	  that	  
trust	  to	  be	  built.”	  	  	  
Because	  trust	  created	  a	  safe	  space	  for	  teachers,	  they	  could	  talk	  about	  both	  
their	  success	  and	  their	  failures	  with	  one	  another,	  leaving	  the	  door	  open	  for	  
constructive	  feedback.	  “I	  can	  feel	  very	  vulnerable	  with	  this	  cohort	  and	  talk	  about	  
things	  that	  did	  not	  work	  well,	  and	  ask	  them	  for	  suggestions.	  That’s	  something	  that	  
takes	  time	  to	  develop.	  [It]	  dramatically	  changed	  some	  of	  my	  teaching	  methods	  and	  
styles.”	  	  Another	  teacher	  commented,	  “I	  think	  because	  we	  had	  this	  trust,	  we	  were	  
more	  open	  to	  feedback…there	  was	  no	  judgment	  going	  on.”	  
Although	  many	  teachers	  found	  these	  groups	  a	  challenge	  initially	  because	  
“they	  took	  a	  long	  time	  to	  get	  going”	  or	  because	  “[They]	  did	  not	  really	  understand	  
what	  they	  were	  and	  it	  took	  a	  long	  time	  to	  hit	  upon	  a	  useful	  inquiry	  question,”	  or	  
because	  “they	  felt	  inauthentic,”	  they	  worked	  to	  build	  collaborative	  inquiry	  skills	  and	  
relationships.	  Through	  the	  process	  of	  mutual	  engagement	  (Wenger,	  1998)	  around	  a	  
particular	  aspect	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy,	  the	  team	  researched	  and	  learned	  about	  
their	  disciplinary	  literacy	  topic	  of	  choice,	  in	  order	  to	  find	  ways	  to	  address	  student	  
literacy	  challenges	  in	  their	  classroom.	  	  
Many	  teachers	  spoke	  of	  accountability	  to	  group	  members	  as	  the	  factor	  
spurring	  them	  on	  to	  experiment	  with	  and	  report	  on	  disciplinary	  instructional	  
practices	  they	  tried	  in	  their	  classrooms.	  In	  speaking	  about	  her	  inquiry	  team,	  one	  




into	  topics	  of	  literacy	  with	  students,	  but	  there	  were	  always	  other	  things	  to	  do.”	  	  
Another	  teacher	  commented,	  “I	  knew	  we	  were	  going	  to	  meet	  and	  talk	  about	  
vocabulary,	  for	  example,	  so	  I	  tried	  things	  in	  my	  classroom	  so	  I	  could	  come	  back	  to	  
the	  group	  and	  have	  something	  to	  share.”	  This	  pressure	  of	  group	  accountability	  
helped	  to	  move	  this	  work	  forward	  and	  become	  what	  Wenger	  (1998)	  describes	  as	  
“an	  integral	  part	  of	  the	  practice”	  (Wenger,	  1998,	  p.	  81).	  
Thus,	  this	  joint	  enterprise	  (Wenger,	  1998)	  provided	  space	  and	  time	  for	  
teachers	  to	  build	  knowledge,	  to	  negotiate	  meaning,	  to	  experiment	  with	  and	  hear	  
feedback,	  and	  to	  use	  this	  feedback	  to	  refine	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  
strategies.	  Through	  the	  shared	  repertoire	  	  (Wenger,	  1998)	  of	  the	  inquiry	  cycle	  
process	  and	  relevant	  discussion	  protocols,	  teachers	  built	  trusting	  relationships	  and	  
learned	  to	  collaborate.	  This	  trust	  enabled	  teachers	  to	  take	  risks,	  to	  try	  new	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies,	  to	  have	  collegial	  discussions,	  to	  be	  open	  
to	  collegial	  constructive	  feedback,	  and	  to	  then	  use	  this	  feedback	  to	  further	  refine	  
their	  work.	  In	  this	  way,	  the	  inquiry	  teams	  evolved	  into	  communities	  of	  practice.	  
Teacher	  leadership	  of	  such	  groups	  has	  been	  cited	  as	  a	  key	  lever	  in	  the	  
success	  of	  such	  groups	  (Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2014;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017);	  however,	  there	  was	  
a	  leadership	  void	  in	  the	  inquiry	  teams.	  A	  number	  of	  teachers	  commented	  that	  the	  
inquiry	  process	  did	  not	  take	  hold	  quickly.	  Many	  teachers	  mentioned	  that	  it	  took	  a	  
long	  time	  for	  them	  to	  come	  up	  with	  a	  mutually	  agreed	  upon	  inquiry	  question.	  
“Group	  maintenance”	  or	  coordination	  is	  an	  element	  of	  mutual	  engagement	  that	  




the	  group	  needs	  to	  take	  on	  the	  role	  of	  group	  coordination	  for	  a	  learning	  group	  to	  be	  
a	  true	  community	  of	  practice.	  This	  piece	  was	  missing	  in	  this	  project.	  One	  teacher	  
specifically	  mentioned	  that	  it	  was	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  who	  took	  on	  this	  role	  and	  
helped	  the	  groups	  gain	  traction.	  	  
While	  the	  inquiry	  teams	  could	  have	  operated	  more	  efficiently,	  it	  is	  an	  
interesting	  finding	  that	  the	  lack	  of	  designated	  or	  elected	  teacher	  leaders	  did	  not	  
derail	  the	  success	  of	  the	  teams	  in	  experimenting	  with	  and	  adapting	  new	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  instructional	  practices.	  	  Perhaps	  had	  designated	  teacher	  leaders	  of	  these	  
groups	  been	  selected	  at	  the	  outset	  to	  perform	  the	  “group	  maintenance”	  role,	  the	  
inquiry	  groups	  may	  have	  been	  more	  productive	  sooner.	  However,	  even	  without	  this	  
leadership,	  the	  inquiry	  groups	  helped	  produce	  a	  shift	  in	  teacher	  thinking,	  the	  
formation	  of	  strong,	  collaborative	  relationships,	  and	  infused	  new	  ways	  of	  
professional	  learning	  for	  this	  group.	  
Learning	  Walks	  
Learning	  Walks	  were	  another	  structure	  designed	  into	  the	  professional	  
development,	  which	  were	  conducted	  once	  teachers	  began	  to	  introduce	  new	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies	  into	  their	  instruction.	  Learning	  walks	  provide	  a	  
structure	  whereby	  teachers	  visit	  the	  classrooms	  of	  colleagues	  with	  particular	  
questions	  of	  practice	  in	  mind.	  These	  classroom	  observations	  serve	  as	  a	  vehicle	  to	  
answer	  those	  questions.	  During	  focus	  group	  interviews,	  a	  number	  of	  teachers	  
expressed	  that	  this	  was	  a	  valued	  structure	  in	  their	  learning.	  One	  participant	  




to	  trust…to	  take	  that	  risk	  to	  have	  somebody	  come	  into	  your	  room.”	  	  Another	  
participant,	  in	  response,	  expanded	  on	  her	  colleague’s	  thought,	  “I	  think	  the	  learning	  
walks	  also	  served	  as	  a	  springboard	  and	  now	  it’s	  more	  easily	  accepted	  by	  people…it’s	  
almost	  part	  of	  the	  school	  culture	  now,	  that	  we	  do	  this	  thing	  where	  we	  can	  go	  see	  
each	  other’s	  classes	  on	  certain	  days.”	  The	  use	  of	  this	  structure	  had	  continued	  to	  be	  
used	  in	  this	  school	  at	  the	  time	  of	  data	  collection.	  
For	  learning	  walks	  to	  be	  successful,	  there	  needs	  to	  be	  some	  element	  of	  trust	  
established	  in	  order	  for	  teachers	  to	  feel	  comfortable	  in	  opening	  their	  classroom	  to	  
other	  observers.	  Teachers	  mentioned,	  “There	  was	  no	  judgment	  going	  on.”	  Teacher’s	  
adopted	  and	  inquiry	  mindset	  or	  stance	  during	  these	  observations	  and	  their	  purpose	  
was	  to	  see	  how	  new	  instructional	  strategies	  were	  used	  in	  the	  classroom	  and	  how	  
students	  responded.	  
Once	  trusting	  relationships	  grew,	  teachers	  could	  productively	  offer,	  listen	  to,	  
and	  consider	  constructive	  feedback	  from	  colleagues	  after	  the	  learning	  walks,	  as	  they	  
did	  within	  their	  inquiry	  teams.	  During	  the	  cohort	  two	  focus	  group,	  one	  teacher	  
commented,	  	  
I	  think	  because	  we	  had	  this	  trust,	  people	  are	  more	  open	  to	  feedback.	  
The	  other	  science	  teacher	  I	  worked	  with	  a	  lot,	  when	  we	  tried	  
discussion	  for	  the	  first	  time,	  I	  went	  to	  see	  her	  class	  first.	  We	  talked	  
about	  what	  went	  well	  and	  didn’t	  go	  well.	  Then	  she	  came	  to	  see	  my	  
class,	  and	  we	  had	  the	  same	  discussion.	  We	  were	  open	  to	  the	  feedback	  
because	  we	  trusted	  that	  we	  would	  provide	  constructive	  feedback.	  
There	  wasn’t	  any	  sense	  that	  she	  judged	  me.	  
	  
This	  sense	  of	  trust	  that	  developed	  not	  only	  within	  inquiry	  teams,	  but	  also	  




experiment,	  and	  not	  to	  fear	  the	  observations	  of	  other’s	  in	  their	  classrooms.	  In	  this	  
sense,	  the	  classroom	  became	  a	  laboratory	  for	  experimenting	  and	  learning	  from	  
those	  experiments.	  This	  combination	  of	  inquiry-­‐focused	  learning	  communities	  and	  
action	  research	  within	  classrooms	  served	  to	  encourage	  disciplinary	  instructional	  
innovation	  and	  collaborative	  conversations	  around	  these	  new	  instructional	  
techniques.	  	  
A	  number	  of	  participants	  mentioned	  during	  their	  interviews	  that	  they	  
appreciated	  that	  learning	  walks	  were	  conducted	  during	  the	  consultant-­‐facilitated	  
professional	  development	  days.	  “I	  would	  emphasize	  that	  having	  the	  time	  and	  mental	  
energy	  to	  do	  this	  [the	  inquiry	  work]	  during	  the	  day,	  when	  we	  had	  release	  time,	  has	  
made	  a	  big	  difference	  both	  in	  doing	  the	  learning	  walks,	  that	  just	  weren’t	  during	  my	  
prep,	  but	  were	  part	  of	  the	  [release]	  day	  [when]	  I	  could	  then	  be	  reflective	  and	  have	  
time	  for	  conversations	  to	  really	  evolve,	  meander	  and	  get	  nuanced.”	  
There	  is	  no	  surplus	  of	  time	  in	  the	  harried	  school	  day	  of	  the	  typical	  middle	  
school	  teacher.	  Middle	  school	  teachers	  typically	  have	  only	  one	  free	  period	  during	  
the	  day,	  which	  is	  their	  prep.	  Periods	  typically	  last	  between	  40	  and	  50	  minutes.	  Thus,	  
there	  is	  little	  time	  for	  reflection	  and	  collaboration	  unless	  it	  is	  built	  into	  the	  schedule.	  
It	  was	  key	  that	  teachers	  had	  this	  time	  to	  meet	  and	  collaboratively	  inquire	  into	  
problems	  of	  practice.	  Time	  to	  collaborate	  is	  essential	  if	  learning	  communities	  are	  to	  
be	  effective	  (DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  2011).	  





	   A	  strong	  theme	  running	  through	  many	  interviews	  and	  both	  focus	  groups	  is	  
trusting,	  collaborative	  relationships	  were	  able	  to	  grow	  not	  only	  because	  of	  the	  
structures	  provided	  by	  university	  consultants,	  but	  also	  because	  of	  particular	  
dispositional	  characteristics	  of	  the	  faculty	  involved	  and	  the	  values	  and	  vision	  of	  
school	  leadership.	  Many	  participant	  interviews	  yielded	  data	  referring	  to	  the	  nature	  
of	  the	  teachers	  in	  each	  cohort.	  The	  Assistant	  Principal	  was	  an	  active	  member	  of	  both	  
cohorts	  and	  thus	  worked	  intimately	  with	  both	  groups	  of	  teachers.	  During	  our	  
interview	  she	  commented,	  
I think there’s no way that this initiative would have been successful 
without that group [cohort one], because they had such a high interest, and 
because a lot of the people that volunteered in that first cohort also have a 
very strong hold in the building. They were able over their two years 
during this work to spread the word… I would say the first cohort knew 
what needed to be done. 
	  
This	  first	  cohort	  was	  a	  self-­‐selecting	  group	  of	  teachers	  who,	  according	  to	  the	  
Assistant	  Principal,	  were	  “passionate”	  about	  furthering	  their	  knowledge	  of	  literacy	  
in	  order	  to	  reach	  a	  wider	  range	  of	  students	  in	  their	  classroom.	  These	  were	  also	  
teachers	  who	  were	  already	  respected	  in	  the	  building,	  due	  to	  their	  expertise	  and	  
commitment	  to	  student	  learning.	  In	  their	  second	  year	  of	  training,	  this	  group	  stepped	  
up	  to	  the	  challenge	  of	  spreading	  what	  they	  had	  learned	  about	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
and	  the	  new	  strategies	  they	  had	  tried	  in	  their	  classrooms.	  Thus,	  these	  teachers	  also	  
had	  the	  capacity	  to	  lead.	  	  




formed	  after	  the	  formal	  training	  had	  ended	  for	  cohort	  one,	  I	  learned	  more	  about	  the	  
dispositions	  of	  this	  group	  (this	  group	  of	  teachers	  called	  themselves	  a	  CFG,	  which	  is	  
another	  term	  for	  a	  PLC	  that	  is	  focused,	  effective	  and	  use	  discussion	  protocols	  for	  
collaborative	  conversations	  and	  reflective	  dialogue).	  This	  CFG	  was	  comprised	  
mostly	  of	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  who	  wanted	  to	  continue	  their	  collaborative	  inquiry	  
into	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  have	  a	  continued	  influence	  on	  the	  faculty	  outside	  of	  the	  
cohort.	  A	  few	  cohort	  two	  members	  were	  also	  part	  of	  this	  group,	  as	  was	  the	  Assistant	  
Principal.	  The	  leader	  of	  this	  CFG	  was	  empowered	  by	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  to	  lead	  
this	  group	  and	  acted	  as	  the	  group	  coordinator,	  setting	  meeting	  agendas	  and	  the	  like,	  
based	  on	  input	  from	  CFG	  members.	  She	  also	  kept	  notes	  on	  meetings	  and	  
disseminated	  them	  to	  CFG	  members	  after	  each	  monthly	  meeting.	  In	  speaking	  about	  
her	  cohort	  one	  colleagues	  she	  commented,	  “I	  think	  it’s	  a	  group	  that	  cares	  about	  
literacy	  obviously,	  but	  I	  also	  think	  it’s	  a	  group	  that	  I	  feel	  pretty	  strongly	  cares	  about	  
what’s	  right	  for	  kids.”	  This	  was	  a	  group	  that	  was	  willing	  to	  dig	  deep	  and	  experiment	  
with	  each	  other,	  	  “to	  find	  ways	  to	  reach	  all	  kids.”	  	  
	   Both	  focus	  group	  interviews	  and	  many	  teacher	  interviews	  reveal	  that	  this	  
was	  a	  group	  of	  teachers	  who	  collectively	  sought	  ways	  to	  reach	  students	  who	  were	  
not	  learning	  from	  text	  and	  current	  instructional	  strategies.	  This	  group	  cared	  about	  
student	  learning—all	  student	  learning	  and	  they	  actively	  sought	  ways	  to	  reach	  more	  
of	  them.	  They	  were	  committed	  and	  they	  were	  passionate.	  They	  also	  were	  keeping	  
the	  momentum	  of	  collaborative	  inquiry	  into	  disciplinary	  literacy	  going	  through	  the	  




	   An	  Academic	  Support	  Center	  teacher,	  who	  was	  also	  a	  member	  of	  this	  CFG,	  
expanded	  on	  these	  claims:	  
I	  think	  we	  all	  agree	  that	  it’s	  about	  not	  just	  covering	  something	  but	  
really	  creating	  an	  environment	  in	  which	  kids	  are	  able	  to—as	  many	  
kids	  as	  possible	  able	  to	  access	  it;	  we	  are	  a	  group	  that	  are	  willing	  to	  go	  
back	  and	  revise	  and	  rethink	  and	  throw	  out	  things	  that	  we’ve	  done	  for	  
a	  while	  and	  ask,	  are	  we	  reaching	  all	  kids.”	  
	  
These	  teachers	  were	  not	  just	  interested	  in	  “covering”	  the	  material	  they	  were	  
teaching.	  They	  wanted	  to	  help	  as	  many	  kids	  as	  possible	  access	  and	  understand	  what	  
they	  were	  learning.	  Both	  interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  show	  that	  these	  teachers	  
are	  a	  reflective	  group,	  who	  were	  willing	  to	  think	  about	  what	  was	  working	  and	  not	  
working,	  so	  that	  they	  could	  improve	  their	  practice	  and	  reach	  a	  wider	  range	  of	  
students.	  	  The	  consultants	  introduced	  the	  inquiry	  cycles	  that	  drove	  this	  work,	  but	  it	  
was	  teacher	  dispositions,	  learning,	  and	  collaboration	  that	  brought	  this	  work	  to	  life	  
in	  their	  classrooms.	  “We	  always	  bring	  it	  [disciplinary	  literacy	  learning]	  back	  to	  how	  
is	  this	  going	  to	  benefit	  kids,	  especially	  kids	  who	  may	  not	  be	  at	  the	  level	  where	  they	  
should	  be	  with	  their	  literacy	  skills.”	  All	  data	  sources	  show	  that	  these	  teachers	  were	  
able	  to	  take	  information	  they	  learned	  and	  turn	  it	  into	  instructional	  strategies	  to	  
meet	  the	  needs	  of	  their	  students.	  Teachers	  negotiated	  meaning	  as	  a	  community	  and	  
shaped	  how	  their	  practice	  would	  evolve	  by	  consistently	  aiming	  to	  meet	  the	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  challenges	  of	  their	  students.	  	  
Focus	  group	  and	  key	  interview	  data	  reveal	  that	  cohort	  one,	  in	  particular,	  
formed	  deep	  connections	  with	  one	  another	  in	  their	  quest	  to	  address	  student	  literacy	  




stayed	  together	  within	  the	  CFG,	  which	  met	  voluntarily	  after	  school,	  for	  two	  years	  
beyond	  the	  end	  of	  their	  formal	  training	  without	  additional	  financial	  compensation.	  
Mutual	  engagement	  (Wenger,	  1998)	  has	  been	  sustained	  and	  collaborative	  
relationships	  have	  grown	  as	  a	  result.	  These	  interrelations	  have	  arisen	  from	  their	  
mutual	  engagement	  in	  this	  practice	  of	  apprenticing	  students	  into	  the	  various	  
disciplines	  through	  an	  array	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  practices	  they	  have	  developed	  
together.	  	  
	   The	  relationships	  formed	  within	  inquiry	  teams,	  within	  cohorts,	  and	  between	  
cohorts	  are	  diverse.	  There	  are	  English	  language	  arts	  teachers,	  social	  studies	  
teachers,	  special	  education	  teachers,	  academic	  support	  teachers	  and	  a	  reading	  
specialist	  in	  the	  CFG	  that	  has	  continued	  this	  work.	  The	  data	  reveals	  that	  dispositions	  
and	  motivations	  of	  these	  teachers	  have	  been	  integral	  to	  the	  success	  of	  this	  project.	  
Leadership	  factors	  
The	  support	  and	  vision	  of	  building	  leadership	  was	  also	  critical	  in	  the	  success	  
of	  this	  initiative.	  Teacher	  interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  showed	  that	  the	  
administration	  valued	  this	  work	  and	  had	  the	  trust	  and	  confidence	  in	  cohort	  one	  
teachers	  to	  allow	  and	  encourage	  them	  to	  lead	  professional	  development	  in	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  for	  the	  whole	  staff	  during	  year	  two	  of	  their	  training.	  	  During	  my	  
interview	  with	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  she	  commented,	  	  
The first year I didn’t ask them to do anything other than just learn. I know 
that they were talking to people about the work, but I didn’t ask them to do 
anything more. The second year I asked them to participate in sharing 





How did this trust between an administrator and teachers develop? My qualitative data 
analysis has led me to conclude that trust developed in the joint negotiation of meaning 
this administrator had done over time with this group within the structures in the 
professional development design of this project. Because she learned with this group (and 
with cohort two as well), she developed deep relationships with cohort teachers through 
the joint enterprise of meeting the disciplinary literacy needs of students in this school. 
She saw competence in this group of teachers first hand; thus, trust grew. The Assistant 
Principal had the vision to encourage the teacher leadership skills that helped this 
knowledge and disciplinary literacy practices to spread throughout the faculty. Through 
this experience in leading in-house staff professional development, cohort one teachers 
continued to refine disciplinary literacy instructional practices, as evidenced by the 
following cohort one teacher comment: 
	  
I	  think	  it	  was	  useful	  to	  hear	  every	  group	  share	  and	  then	  hear	  feedback	  
from	  those	  not	  in	  the	  group,	  positive	  or	  negative,	  so	  we	  could	  build	  off	  
that.	  It	  was	  good	  to	  see	  other	  people	  in	  your	  subject	  area	  trying	  what	  
you	  shared.	  It	  was	  just	  a	  good	  thing	  to	  see	  that	  your	  work	  was	  
spreading…	  Part	  of	  that	  was	  because	  administration	  clearly	  valued	  
this.	  (Cohort	  one	  teacher	  during	  cohort	  one	  focus	  group)	  
	  
Thus,	  the	  vision	  of	  placing	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  in	  a	  teacher-­‐leader	  role	  in	  
professional	  development	  helped	  this	  work	  spread	  to	  faculty	  outside	  of	  the	  cohort	  
and	  for	  this	  work	  to	  be	  further	  refined	  through	  collegial	  feedback.	  
In	  turn,	  teachers	  also	  trusted	  the	  Assistant	  Principal.	  Many	  teachers	  reported	  
that	  she	  would	  listen	  to	  their	  wants,	  needs	  and	  concerns	  as	  the	  training	  developed. 




release	  days	  with	  the	  university	  consultant	  who	  focused	  on	  the	  middle	  school	  (the	  
lead	  consultant	  focused	  on	  the	  high	  school	  teachers). 	  
	   Another	  way	  the	  administration	  supported	  the	  spread	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
knowledge	  and	  practice	  built	  within	  both	  cohorts	  was	  that	  every	  faculty	  member	  
was	  required	  to	  learn	  about	  one	  aspect	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  that	  interested	  them	  
and	  to	  try	  a	  new	  instructional	  strategy	  as	  a	  result	  of	  this	  learning.	  	  “In	  the	  third	  year,	  
to	  keep	  the	  literacy	  piece	  going,	  it	  was	  a	  requirement	  that	  every	  teacher	  had	  to	  have	  
one	  piece	  of	  literacy	  that	  they’ve	  learned	  about	  …something	  of	  interest	  to	  them,	  “	  
commented	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  who	  was	  intimately	  involved	  with	  both	  cohorts	  
of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  training.	  The	  whole	  staff	  had	  a	  literacy	  goal	  as	  part	  of	  their	  
development	  as	  teachers	  and	  as	  part	  of	  their	  evaluations.	  All	  faculty	  members	  are	  
now	  given	  an	  opportunity	  during	  in-­‐house	  professional	  development	  time	  to	  share	  
what	  they	  have	  learned	  about,	  why	  they	  were	  interested	  in	  learning	  it,	  and	  how	  the	  
implementation	  of	  a	  new	  strategy	  went	  in	  their	  classroom.	  	  
The	  Assistant	  Principal	  also	  had	  the	  vision	  and	  trust	  in	  cohort	  two	  to	  give	  to	  
them	  the	  freedom	  to	  decide	  the	  direction	  they	  wanted	  to	  take	  their	  training	  in	  year	  
two.	  This	  group	  started	  their	  training	  with	  the	  five-­‐day	  summer	  institute	  and	  
learned	  how	  to	  do	  inquiry-­‐focused	  learning	  into	  disciplinary	  literacy	  within	  their	  
inquiry	  teams	  and	  via	  learning	  walks	  during	  year	  one	  of	  their	  training.	  Because	  
cohort	  one	  was	  able	  to	  spread	  their	  knowledge	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  to	  the	  rest	  of	  
the	  faculty	  through	  in-­‐house	  professional	  development,	  cohort	  two	  wanted	  to	  have	  a	  




needed	  more	  meaningful	  faculty	  and	  curricular	  connections.	  Their	  students’	  
elementary	  school	  experience	  was	  highly	  integrated	  with	  one	  classroom	  teacher.	  
Now,	  beginning	  in	  grade	  seven,	  students	  all	  of	  a	  sudden	  had	  a	  different	  classroom	  
teacher	  for	  each	  subject;	  teaching	  and	  learning	  for	  them	  was	  suddenly	  very	  
compartmentalized.	  	  Thus,	  the	  teachers	  of	  cohort	  two	  decided	  to	  focus	  their	  literacy	  
work	  in	  creating	  interdisciplinary	  lessons	  and	  units.	  This	  was	  the	  first	  time	  in	  the	  
Assistant	  Principal’s	  ten-­‐year	  tenure	  that	  teachers	  had	  met	  as	  an	  interdisciplinary	  
team	  to	  discuss	  and	  create	  curriculum.	  	  	  
In	  summary,	  the	  collaborative	  learning	  structures	  in	  the	  professional	  
development	  design,	  introduced	  by	  university	  consultants,	  laid	  the	  seeds	  for	  trust	  
between	  faculty	  to	  grow,	  enabling	  the	  success	  of	  this	  work.	  	  However,	  the	  right	  
environmental	  factors	  were	  present	  for	  this	  trust	  to	  blossom.	  Trust	  between	  school	  
leadership	  and	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  enabled	  not	  only	  the	  spread	  of	  this	  work	  outside	  
the	  cohort,	  but	  it	  also	  laid	  the	  groundwork	  for	  this	  faculty	  to	  learn	  together	  to	  meet	  
other	  student	  challenges.	  The	  interaction	  of	  collaborative	  learning	  structures,	  
teacher	  dispositions,	  and	  the	  support,	  vision	  and	  trust	  of	  school	  leadership	  created	  
the	  conditions	  for	  literacy	  and	  disciplinary	  instructional	  innovation	  to	  flourish	  in	  
this	  school.	  	  






Disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  occurred	  within	  disciplines,	  across	  
disciplines	  and	  across	  grades	  in	  ways	  that	  suggest	  improved	  student	  
engagement,	  self-­‐efficacy,	  and	  content	  understanding.	  
	  
	   Across	  all	  data	  sources,	  there	  is	  plentiful	  evidence	  of	  new	  instructional	  
change,	  that	  my	  analysis	  reveals	  moves	  along	  a	  continuum	  between	  intermediate	  
and	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies.	  Depending	  on	  the	  context,	  the	  
instructional	  goals,	  the	  students	  and	  the	  teacher,	  these	  strategies	  were	  sometimes	  
used	  as	  cross-­‐disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies	  (intermediate	  level)	  and	  sometimes	  
they	  were	  adapted	  to	  be	  the	  more	  refined	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies.	  These	  
strategies	  were	  used	  to	  help	  students	  become	  insiders	  into	  a	  particular	  discipline	  by	  
guiding	  them	  to	  think,	  question,	  speaking	  and,	  or	  write	  more	  as	  a	  disciplinary	  
professional	  would.	  In	  addition,	  there	  was	  a	  tendency	  towards	  using	  intermediate	  
literacy	  strategies	  that	  offered	  common	  language,	  structures	  and	  procedures,	  but	  
when	  used	  in	  different	  content	  areas,	  produced	  sophisticated	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
outcomes.	  	  
What	  follows	  is	  a	  synthesis	  of	  these	  instructional	  changes	  and	  where	  along	  
the	  continuum	  between	  intermediate	  literacy	  strategies	  and	  the	  more	  customized	  
and	  sophisticated	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies	  they	  fall.	  
	   	  
Apprenticing	  students	  to	  think	  like	  the	  various	  social	  scientists	  in	  7th	  
grade	  social	  studies	  




disciplines	  (Moje,	  2008,	  2015;	  Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  2008,	  2012).	  	  In	  the	  social	  
studies	  department,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  understanding,	  or	  thinking	  about	  all	  the	  
ways	  that	  one	  can	  be	  a	  social	  scientist,	  changed	  the	  way	  the	  seventh	  grade	  social	  
studies	  curriculum	  was	  framed.	  Interview	  data	  with	  social	  studies	  teacher	  
participants	  reveal	  that	  in	  a	  collaborative	  conversation	  prompted	  by	  a	  summer	  
institute	  reading	  describing	  the	  different	  ways	  experts	  think	  in	  the	  various	  
disciplines,	  three	  cohort	  two	  social	  studies	  teachers	  spoke	  together	  about	  all	  the	  
ways	  one	  can	  be	  a	  social	  scientist.	  They	  then	  developed	  a	  handout	  that	  prompts	  
students	  to	  ask	  different	  questions	  of	  data	  or	  a	  concept	  from	  different	  social	  
scientist	  viewpoints.	  	  	  
This	  new	  curricular	  frame	  of	  viewing	  social	  studies	  issues	  and	  problems	  
through	  the	  lens	  of	  various	  social	  scientists,	  which	  was	  collaboratively	  conceived	  
during	  the	  first	  part	  of	  cohort	  two	  training,	  enabled	  this	  teacher	  to	  apprentice	  his	  
students	  in	  the	  ways	  that	  different	  groups	  of	  social	  scientists	  think	  about	  their	  work,	  
raise	  questions	  that	  guide	  their	  reading	  and	  how	  they	  reason	  through	  text	  in	  their	  
quest	  to	  find	  solutions	  to	  the	  problems	  and	  issues	  they	  face.	  	  Students	  were	  guided	  
to	  think	  like	  social	  science	  insiders,	  or	  to	  think	  like	  an	  anthropologist	  would,	  or	  like	  
an	  economist	  would,	  or	  like	  a	  psychologist	  would	  when	  thinking	  about	  a	  particular	  
social	  science	  issue.	  	  Through	  this	  kind	  of	  mentorship,	  guidance,	  discussion	  and	  
associated	  activities,	  students	  were	  apprenticed	  into	  the	  thinking	  and	  inquiry	  of	  the	  
various	  professionals	  within	  the	  larger	  domain	  of	  social	  science.	  This	  kind	  of	  




social	  science	  issues	  and	  brings	  their	  thinking	  and	  understanding	  of	  concepts	  and	  
ideas	  within	  the	  social	  studies	  curriculum	  to	  a	  deep	  level.	  It	  enables	  them	  to	  
experience	  the	  thinking	  of	  social	  scientists	  from	  a	  variety	  of	  perspectives.	  It	  also	  
allows	  students	  to	  produce	  and	  hear	  the	  discourse	  patterns	  associated	  with	  the	  
disciplines.	  Further,	  it	  helps	  them	  to	  formulate	  appropriate	  questions	  to	  guide	  them	  
through	  social	  science	  text.	  Thus,	  this	  falls	  in	  the	  highly	  disciplinary	  end	  of	  the	  
literacy	  instructional	  continuum.	  (A	  handout	  that	  introduces	  this	  thinking	  is	  in	  
Appendix	  B).	  
A	  variety	  of	  classroom	  discussion	  techniques	  were	  piloted	  and	  adapted	  
to	  particular	  disciplines	  and	  then	  spread	  to	  use	  in	  other	  academic	  areas	  
TextMasters:	  Common	  roles	  and	  discussion	  procedures	  that	  can	  be	  used	  
across	  disciplines	  
Despite	  the	  rich	  array	  of	  language,	  literacy	  and	  content	  learning	  advantages,	  rich	  
and	  purposeful	  classroom	  discussion	  is	  relatively	  rare	  at	  the	  secondary	  level,	  where	  
teacher	  talk	  tends	  to	  predominate	  (i.e.	  Applebee	  &	  Langer,	  2003;	  Zwiers	  &	  
Crawford,	  2011).	  Across	  all	  data	  sources,	  there	  was	  plentiful	  evidence	  that	  a	  variety	  
of	  purposeful	  and	  proven	  discussion	  techniques	  were	  piloted	  and	  tweaked	  to	  fit	  a	  
variety	  of	  classroom	  contexts.	  	  
Science	  teachers	  from	  both	  cohorts	  piloted	  the	  TextMasters	  discussion	  
protocol,	  originally	  developed	  for	  student	  literature	  circles	  to	  discuss	  historical	  
fiction,	  which	  here	  was	  adapted	  to	  non-­‐fiction	  science	  text.	  	  Using	  this	  protocol,	  




defined	  role	  and	  task	  within	  the	  group,	  which	  rotated	  as	  students	  made	  their	  way	  
through	  a	  reading	  over	  the	  course	  of	  four	  or	  more	  days.	  These	  roles	  included	  
Discussion	  Director,	  Summarizer,	  Vocabulary	  Enricher,	  and	  Visualizer.	  	  First,	  the	  
summarizer	  gives	  a	  brief	  summary	  of	  the	  text.	  Then,	  the	  vocabulary	  enricher	  
explains	  central	  academic	  words	  and	  concepts	  needed	  to	  understand	  the	  text,	  
followed	  by	  the	  visualizer,	  who	  is	  charged	  with	  creating	  a	  graphic	  organizer	  that	  
reflects	  the	  main	  points	  of	  the	  text	  and	  how	  they	  are	  related.	  Then,	  the	  discussion	  
director,	  who	  developed	  questions	  to	  guide	  the	  group	  to	  discuss	  certain	  aspects	  of	  
the	  science	  text,	  leads	  a	  discussion.	  The	  discussion	  director	  is	  encouraged	  to	  ask	  how	  
and	  why	  questions	  that	  scientists	  would	  use	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  the	  text	  and	  that	  
would	  lead	  to	  rich	  discussion	  about	  the	  central	  concepts	  within	  the	  reading.	  	  
	   Having	  discussions	  in	  this	  way	  puts	  students	  in	  the	  driver’s	  seat	  in	  creating	  
their	  own	  inquiry	  and	  discussion	  into	  the	  scientific	  topic	  at	  hand.	  It	  also	  gives	  them	  a	  
way	  to	  verbalize	  their	  thoughts,	  producing	  the	  language	  and	  discourse	  of	  science	  
and	  to	  hear	  science	  discourse	  patterns	  or	  academic	  language	  used	  by	  others	  in	  the	  
group.	  Interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  this	  discussion	  technique	  spread	  
to	  use	  by	  social	  studies	  teachers,	  the	  health	  teacher,	  and	  various	  other	  teachers	  in	  
both	  cohorts	  and	  beyond,	  after	  it	  was	  presented	  in	  in-­‐house	  professional	  
development	  by	  cohort	  one	  teachers.	  
	   This	  is	  an	  example	  of	  a	  discussion	  technique	  that	  is	  easily	  transferrable	  to	  
other	  content	  areas	  and	  carries	  with	  it	  common	  techniques	  and	  procedures.	  The	  




students	  engaged	  in	  the	  activity.	  However,	  because	  the	  language	  patterns,	  ways	  of	  
questioning,	  and	  ways	  of	  reasoning	  and	  communicating	  differ	  between	  the	  academic	  
domains	  (i.e.	  Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  2008;	  Shanahan,	  Shanahan	  &	  Misischia,	  2013),	  
the	  questions	  students	  ask,	  the	  academic	  vocabulary	  they	  learn,	  the	  text	  features	  
and	  idea	  organization	  they	  encounter	  in	  text	  are	  all	  different.	  The	  common	  
discussion	  procedures	  give	  students	  a	  bridge	  between	  academic	  classes,	  but	  they	  
are	  flexible	  enough	  to	  incorporate	  academic	  differences.	  Thus,	  this	  particular	  
discussion	  technique	  is	  an	  intermediate	  literacy	  tool	  that	  can	  be	  used	  for	  a	  variety	  of	  
purposeful	  disciplinary	  discussions	  that	  allow	  students	  to	  both	  produce	  and	  hear	  
the	  academic	  language	  particular	  to	  each	  discipline.	  	  Many	  teachers	  reported	  using	  
this	  technique	  to	  infuse	  discussion	  into	  a	  curriculum	  where	  there	  was	  reportedly	  
little	  classroom	  discussion	  beyond	  the	  typical	  I-­‐R-­‐E	  (initiation,	  response,	  evaluation)	  
format,	  which	  does	  not	  lead	  to	  deep	  understanding	  and	  high	  student	  engagement	  
(Applebee	  &	  Langer,	  2003).	  However,	  I	  did	  not	  see	  any	  significant	  modifications	  of	  
this	  procedure	  to	  fit	  particular	  disciplinary	  domains.	  All	  teachers	  I	  spoke	  with	  
seemed	  to	  use	  this	  in	  the	  same	  way.	  Thus,	  this	  was	  used	  more	  as	  an	  intermediate	  
literacy	  strategy,	  but	  one	  that	  could	  still	  produce	  more	  disciplinary	  discussions.	  
Perhaps	  this	  is	  an	  appropriate	  first	  step	  for	  middle	  school	  content	  teachers,	  as	  
opposed	  to	  high	  school	  teachers.	  We	  need	  more	  research	  to	  find	  out.	  (This	  
presentation	  is	  in	  Appendix	  B)	  




Purposeful	  conversations	  and	  other	  discussion	  protocols:	  common	  
language,	  but	  different	  disciplinary	  conversations	  
As	  a	  way	  to	  build	  more	  discussion	  into	  classroom	  conversations,	  field	  
artifacts,	  interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  teachers	  in	  cohort	  one	  
experimented	  with	  purposeful	  conversation	  stems	  to	  help	  students	  have	  more	  
focused	  and	  productive	  conversations	  in	  small	  group	  discussion.	  Cohort	  one	  social	  
studies	  teachers	  shared	  this	  instructional	  strategy	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  faculty	  during	  
in-­‐house	  professional	  development,	  during	  year	  two	  of	  their	  training.	  This	  inquiry	  
team	  built	  a	  “toolbox”	  of	  discussion	  stems,	  which	  they	  shared	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  
faculty	  that	  I	  heard	  many	  teachers	  in	  both	  cohorts	  comment	  upon	  and	  start	  to	  use	  in	  
their	  own	  classrooms.	  This	  toolbox	  includes	  conversation	  tips	  to	  try	  “when	  you	  need	  
clarification;	  when	  you	  are	  confused;	  when	  you	  are	  in	  agreement;	  when	  you	  
disagree;	  reviewing	  and	  refocusing	  a	  conversation;”	  learning	  from	  each	  other,	  and	  
building	  upon	  each	  other’s	  ideas.	  When	  presenting	  to	  the	  faculty	  during	  in-­‐house	  
professional	  development,	  this	  team	  of	  teachers	  also	  included	  implementation	  tips,	  
highlights	  from	  two	  lessons	  they	  had	  developed	  and	  piloted,	  and	  a	  purposeful	  
conversation	  chart	  handout	  to	  use	  with	  students.	  They	  also	  had	  teachers	  try	  out	  one	  
of	  the	  lessons	  and	  then	  debrief	  with	  the	  group.	  	  This	  debriefing	  made	  group	  thinking	  
visible	  and	  gave	  presenting	  teachers	  input	  to	  further	  refine	  their	  procedures.	  Also	  
included	  and	  explained	  in	  this	  presentation	  are	  other	  discussion	  protocols	  cohort	  
teachers	  had	  tried.	  (This	  presentation	  is	  in	  Appendix	  B).	  




disciplines,	  they	  produce	  different	  disciplinary	  conversations.	  As	  with	  TextMasters,	  
these	  conversation	  stems	  provide	  common	  language	  for	  both	  students	  and	  teachers,	  
thus	  another	  bridge	  between	  academic	  domains;	  yet,	  the	  conversations	  they	  
produce	  are	  distinctly	  different.	  These	  intermediate	  literacy	  building	  techniques	  
produce	  distinct	  disciplinary	  discussions	  because	  the	  ideas,	  language	  and	  questions	  
students	  grapple	  with	  in	  various	  academic	  classes	  are	  differ.	  Thus,	  intermediate	  
literacy	  techniques	  can	  give	  students	  the	  agency	  and	  power	  to	  hear	  and	  produce	  
different	  kinds	  of	  academic	  discussions.	  It	  would	  be	  interesting	  to	  further	  study	  if	  
this	  technique	  evolves	  to	  become	  more	  disciplinary	  as	  teachers	  and	  students	  gain	  
more	  experience	  and	  expertise.	  
As	  use	  of	  these	  discussion	  protocols	  has	  spread	  throughout	  the	  building,	  
teachers	  have	  commented	  on	  their	  pervasiveness.	  During	  the	  focus	  group	  interview,	  
a	  cohort	  two,	  science	  teacher	  commented:	  	  
One	  of	  the	  main	  things	  I	  have	  [adopted]	  is	  the	  pieces	  that	  we	  did	  on	  
productive	  talk	  and	  class	  discussions.	  Just	  knowing	  that	  there’s	  
already,	  within	  the	  building,	  a	  framework	  that	  has	  been	  laid	  out	  in	  
Social	  Studies	  classes…for	  how	  to	  approach	  class	  discussions	  makes	  
me	  feel	  less	  like	  we	  have	  to	  reinvent	  the	  wheel.	  
	  
Cohort	  two	  teachers,	  in	  particular,	  commented	  on	  the	  spread	  of	  these	  discussion	  
protocols	  throughout	  the	  building	  and	  touted	  the	  benefits	  of	  having	  common	  
language,	  common	  structures	  and	  common	  expectations	  around	  discussion	  norms.	  
They	  spoke	  of	  the	  ease	  with	  which	  teachers	  could	  now	  introduce	  these	  discussion	  
techniques	  into	  their	  instruction	  because	  many	  students	  are	  now	  already	  familiar	  




This	  group	  plans	  to	  focus	  on	  and	  take	  the	  lead	  moving	  forward	  in	  creating	  
and	  documenting	  more	  instructional	  routines	  that	  have	  common	  language,	  which	  
can	  be	  used	  across	  content	  areas	  to	  build	  in	  more	  consistency	  for	  students.	  During	  
the	  cohort	  two	  focus	  group	  interview,	  one	  of	  the	  veteran	  social	  studies	  teachers	  
commented,	  	  
	   I	  think	  one	  of	  the	  greatest	  challenges	  for	  seventh	  graders	  coming	  up,	  
having	  gone	  from…	  one	  teacher	  with	  one	  set	  of	  systems	  and	  
expectations,	  to	  now	  having	  seven	  different	  teachers	  with	  seven	  
different	  sets	  of	  expectations.	  We	  oftentimes	  use	  different	  words	  to	  
mean	  the	  very	  same	  thing.	  That’s	  confusing	  for	  kids.	  	  
	  
Interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  this	  focus	  on	  common	  language	  is	  also	  
tied	  to	  the	  desire	  of	  cohort	  two	  teachers,	  in	  particular,	  to	  create	  more	  consistency	  
for	  students	  as	  they	  move	  from	  class	  to	  class	  throughout	  their	  day.	  In	  addition,	  this	  
is	  illustrative	  of	  the	  power	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  to	  act	  as	  the	  unifying	  thread	  
between	  departments.	  This	  helps	  students	  to	  see	  both	  what	  is	  similar	  across	  
disciplines	  and	  what	  is	  distinct.	  
Students	  leading	  discussions	  about	  text	  in	  7th	  grade	  English:	  
When	  asked	  about	  how	  this	  training	  affected	  her	  teaching,	  a	  cohort	  one	  
English	  teacher	  reported,	  “the	  biggest	  impact	  on	  my	  instruction	  has	  been	  the	  way	  
that	  discussions	  happen	  in	  my	  classroom	  and	  the	  way	  that	  we	  talk	  about	  texts.”	  She	  
mentioned	  that	  prior	  to	  her	  participation	  in	  this	  disciplinary	  literacy	  initiative,	  she	  
would	  have	  kids	  read	  text	  and	  then	  answer	  comprehension	  questions.	  “Since	  then,	  
the	  biggest	  change	  is	  I	  am	  not	  coming	  up	  with	  the	  questions	  anymore.	  The	  kids	  




discussions…I	  am	  just	  there	  to	  listen	  and	  guide,	  add	  on	  and	  point	  them	  in	  the	  right	  
direction.”	  
	   This	  teacher	  described	  to	  me	  a	  particular	  lesson	  that	  not	  only	  fully	  engaged	  
her	  students,	  but	  that	  built	  their	  identity	  as	  students	  of	  literature.	  	  
I	  remember	  the	  first	  time	  that	  I	  gave	  kids	  a	  text	  and	  they	  were	  the	  
ones	  who	  generated	  the	  questions	  that	  they	  wanted	  to	  talk	  about.	  
They	  generated	  the	  questions	  that	  they	  wanted	  to	  talk	  about	  and	  then	  
in	  small	  groups,	  they	  figured	  out	  what	  the	  answers	  were.	  It	  was	  really	  
the	  first	  time	  that	  I	  had	  taken	  a	  step	  back	  and	  said,	  “You’re	  gonna	  
figure	  out	  this	  text.	  I’m	  gonna	  be	  there	  to	  help	  you	  if	  you	  need	  it,	  but	  
you’re	  gonna	  do	  it.”	  	  
	  
It	  was	  the	  poem	  “A	  Poison	  Tree”	  by	  William	  Blake,	  which	  is	  a	  difficult	  
text.	  I	  was	  stunned	  that	  they	  hit	  every	  single	  one	  of	  the	  points	  that	  I	  
wanted	  them	  to	  talk	  about.	  I	  had	  done	  a	  quick	  mini-­‐lesson	  on	  
symbolism	  first,	  so	  they	  were	  sort	  of	  prepped	  in	  that	  way	  to	  look	  for	  
the	  symbolism	  in	  the	  poem.	  
	  
But	  they	  decided	  the	  questions	  that	  they	  wanted	  to	  discuss	  and	  they	  
figured	  it	  out.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  that	  lesson,	  I	  had	  kids	  walking	  away	  from	  
my	  class	  saying,	  “Mrs.	  [Brown]	  (pseudonym),	  we	  are	  geniuses.”	  They	  
just	  felt	  so	  empowered	  and	  felt	  so	  good	  about	  their	  abilities,	  to	  get	  to	  
be	  confronted	  with	  a	  really	  difficult	  text	  and	  figure	  it	  out.	  
	  
Here,	  students	  became	  actively	  engaged	  in	  determining	  with	  each	  other	  what	  
they	  understood	  in	  the	  text	  and	  what	  they	  need	  to	  better	  understand.	  Creating	  their	  
own	  questions	  and	  driving	  and	  constructing	  their	  understanding	  of	  text	  in	  this	  way	  
engage	  students	  more	  deeply	  (i.e.	  Applebee	  &	  Langer,	  2003;	  Murphy,	  Wilkinson,	  
Soter,	  &	  Hennessey,	  2009;	  Palinscar	  &	  Brown,	  1984).	  They	  have	  to	  step	  back,	  think	  
about	  their	  thinking,	  look	  back	  into	  the	  text	  and	  further	  construct	  their	  
understanding	  via	  a	  meaningful	  discussion	  with	  classroom	  peers.	  In	  order	  to	  do	  this,	  




connections	  to	  the	  text,	  and	  to	  read	  closely	  in	  order	  to	  construct	  meaning.	  Thus,	  
their	  engagement	  increases	  dramatically	  and	  this	  process	  ultimately	  yields	  much	  
deeper	  understanding	  of	  the	  ideas	  in	  the	  text	  (i.e.	  Guthrie	  &	  Wigfield,	  2000).	  	  
This	  technique	  has	  also	  engaged	  students	  in	  the	  thinking	  and	  questioning	  of	  
literary	  insiders.	  Students	  collectively	  constructed	  their	  own	  meaning	  from	  the	  text	  
via	  discussion	  of	  the	  questions	  they	  had	  asked.	  They,	  here,	  are	  on	  their	  way	  to	  
becoming	  confident	  literary	  readers	  and	  analysts,	  or	  insiders	  into	  the	  discipline.	  
They	  asked	  questions	  of	  the	  text	  as	  a	  literary	  professional	  would.	  This	  enabled	  
students	  to	  think	  like	  literary	  professionals	  and	  it	  has	  given	  them	  agency	  to	  thinking	  
through	  poetry	  and	  to	  build	  meaning.	  	  
Students	  were	  empowered	  by	  this	  process.	  Their	  confidence	  in	  their	  abilities	  
grew	  and	  they	  left	  the	  class	  feeling	  like	  they	  could	  read	  and	  interpret	  sophisticated	  
poetry.	  When	  student	  self-­‐efficacy	  and	  engagement	  rises	  and	  they	  believe	  they	  can	  
do	  something	  they	  know	  is	  hard,	  students	  are	  much	  more	  likely	  to	  engage	  in	  further	  
work	  of	  this	  nature.	  It	  makes	  them	  want	  to	  do	  the	  work;	  it	  intrinsically	  motivates	  
them	  to	  engage	  with	  peers	  more	  and	  to	  read	  more	  (i.e.	  Guthrie	  &	  Wigfield,	  2000).	  
This	  lesson	  is	  a	  terrific	  example	  of	  instructional	  change	  resulting	  in	  building	  
independent	  literary	  learners,	  who	  can	  engage	  with	  peers	  by	  asking	  questions	  and	  
discussing	  confusions,	  giving	  them	  insights	  into	  deciphering	  the	  meaning	  of	  poetry	  
from	  their	  collective	  inquiry.	  This	  is	  not	  an	  easy	  task,	  particularly	  for	  seventh	  grade	  





Because	  this	  teacher	  had	  experienced	  collaborative	  inquiry	  herself	  during	  
her	  disciplinary	  literacy	  training,	  she	  had	  the	  knowledge	  and	  skills	  to	  coach	  her	  
students	  to	  do	  the	  same.	  This	  is	  an	  example	  of	  teacher	  inquiry	  and	  collaborative	  
skills	  spilling	  over	  into	  student	  learning.	  	  Once	  teachers	  learn	  to	  collaboratively	  
inquire	  with	  each	  other,	  they	  are	  more	  equipped	  to	  guide	  their	  students	  to	  do	  the	  
same.	  (This	  teacher	  developed	  a	  handout	  to	  help	  students	  make	  sense	  of	  poetry	  and	  
prepare	  for	  small	  group	  discussion	  that	  appears	  in	  the	  Appendix	  B.)	  	  
Numerous	  teachers	  and	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  intimately	  involved	  in	  both	  
cohorts	  commented	  on	  the	  use	  and	  effect	  of	  these	  discussion	  protocols	  with	  
students.	  	  When	  asked	  about	  changes	  she	  had	  noticed	  across	  the	  building	  in	  
instruction,	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  mentioned	  that	  more	  teachers	  now	  realize	  that	  
productive	  and	  dialogic	  classroom	  discussion	  requires	  structure	  and	  planning:	  
Teachers	  recognize	  that	  …there	  needs	  to	  be	  structure	  to	  …discussion.	  
You	  need	  to	  have	  sentence	  frames	  for	  some	  kids	  so	  that	  they	  have	  an	  
entry	  point.	  There	  needs	  to	  be	  that	  essential	  question	  that	  kids	  know	  
that	  they’re	  answering	  and	  do	  they	  understand	  that	  question…	  that	  
teachers	  have	  made	  students	  more	  responsible	  for	  participating	  in	  
discussions	  
	  
Classroom	  discussion	  doesn’t	  just	  happen.	  It	  is	  hard	  work	  to	  develop	  
meaningful,	  student-­‐led	  classroom	  discussions,	  which	  is	  why	  we	  see	  so	  little	  of	  it	  in	  
classrooms	  across	  the	  country	  (i.e.	  Applebee	  &	  Langer,	  2003).	  A	  number	  of	  studies	  
have	  suggested	  that	  when	  students	  engage	  in	  meaningful	  dialogic	  discussion,	  their	  
reading	  comprehension	  deepens	  and	  rises	  (i.e.	  Applebee	  &	  Langer,	  2003;	  Murphy,	  et	  




between	  these	  findings	  and	  student	  achievement,	  but	  to	  indicate	  that	  it	  makes	  sense	  
to	  build	  student	  discussion	  skills.	  These	  new	  entry	  points	  have	  enabled	  more	  
students	  to	  productively	  participate	  in	  classroom	  discussions,	  increasing	  their	  
engagement	  and	  participation	  in	  the	  classroom	  and	  raising	  their	  ability	  to	  think	  and	  
produce	  the	  language	  of	  disciplinary	  insiders.	  Further	  study	  is	  needed	  to	  determine	  
whether	  or	  not	  there	  is	  any	  association	  in	  the	  more	  pervasive	  use	  of	  productive	  
discussion	  techniques	  in	  this	  school	  with	  gains	  in	  student	  achievement.	  	  
More	  targeted,	  thoughtful	  and	  effective	  vocabulary	  instruction	   	  
All	  data	  sources	  show	  that	  vocabulary	  instructional	  improvements	  were	  
pervasive	  and	  spanned	  the	  spectrum	  between	  intermediate	  and	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
instruction.	  Some	  improvements	  involved	  just	  good,	  cross-­‐disciplinary	  vocabulary	  
instruction.	  Others	  enabled	  students	  to	  understand	  deeply	  the	  more	  abstract	  
concepts	  in	  both	  disciplinary	  and	  interdisciplinary	  ways.	  	  
	   For	  academic	  support	  teachers,	  who	  work	  with	  students	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  
academic	  disciplines,	  and	  some	  content	  teachers,	  vocabulary	  instruction	  was	  more	  
targeted.	  Interview	  data	  revealed	  an	  increased	  awareness	  of	  which	  words	  to	  teach	  
when,	  teaching	  fewer	  words	  at	  a	  time,	  and	  aiming	  for	  deeper	  understanding.	  “This	  
understanding	  has	  allowed	  me	  to	  zero	  in	  and	  simplify.”	  commented	  a	  cohort	  one	  
academic	  support	  teacher	  and	  former	  English	  teacher,	  who	  also	  mentioned	  that	  she	  
used	  a	  variety	  of	  instructional	  strategies	  to	  teach	  these	  words,	  such	  as	  the	  Frayer	  
Model	  (Frayer	  &	  Klausmeier,	  1969),	  using	  visuals,	  and	  teaching	  common	  




(Beck,	  McKeown,	  &	  Kucan,	  2013),	  the	  framework	  of	  “before	  words,”	  “during	  words”,	  
and	  	  “after”	  words	  (Flanigan	  &	  Greenwood,	  2007)	  and	  that	  they	  had	  built	  an	  
understanding	  of	  what	  words	  not	  to	  teach.	  The	  use	  of	  the	  Frayer	  Model,	  teaching	  
common	  morphemes	  in	  content	  area	  classes,	  and	  the	  use	  of	  word	  walls	  was	  
pervasive	  throughout	  the	  classrooms	  of	  cohort	  one	  and	  two	  teachers	  I	  interviewed,	  
including	  the	  health	  teacher	  (cohort	  two),	  whose	  classroom	  walls	  were	  covered	  
with	  student-­‐created	  Frayer	  Models	  depicting	  health-­‐related	  terms,	  along	  with	  all	  
kinds	  of	  print	  and	  student	  work	  (Photos	  of	  this	  are	  in	  Appendix	  B].	  It	  is	  evident	  from	  
this	  student	  work	  that	  health	  related	  concepts	  of	  muscle	  composition,	  muscle	  
endurance,	  flexibility	  and	  static	  stretch,	  for	  example,	  were	  deepened.	  	  By	  posting	  
this	  student	  work	  on	  walls,	  this	  teacher	  enabled	  her	  students	  to	  show	  their	  deeper	  
understanding	  of	  these	  concepts	  and	  to	  have	  visual	  and	  textual	  representations	  of	  
the	  differences	  between	  static	  and	  dynamic	  stretching	  or	  what	  cardiovascular	  
fitness	  looks	  like	  and	  means.	  Because	  this	  work	  was	  visually	  discussed	  and	  
displayed,	  students	  gained	  an	  understanding	  of	  a	  variety	  of	  complex	  concepts	  from	  
each	  other.	  Thus,	  this	  teacher	  was	  able	  to	  use	  this	  cross-­‐disciplinary	  vocabulary	  
teaching	  technique	  in	  a	  very	  disciplinary	  way	  that	  deepened	  student	  content	  
knowledge	  and	  apprenticed	  them	  into	  communicating	  key	  concepts	  of	  the	  
discipline.	  
Teachers	  also	  understood	  the	  notion	  of	  “creating	  a	  word	  curious	  classroom”	  




I	  have	  created	  incentives	  for	  kids	  when	  they	  read	  a	  book,	  that	  if	  they	  
find	  a	  word	  that	  they	  find	  interesting,	  to	  share	  that	  word…	  [T]he	  
attempt	  at	  least	  to	  create	  a	  community	  of	  students	  who	  look	  for	  new	  
words	  and	  think	  about	  new	  words,	  rather	  than	  just	  sort	  of	  as	  they’re	  
reading	  skipping	  over	  them.	  That’s	  been	  one	  way	  that	  my	  classroom	  
has	  changed.	  (Cohort	  one	  English	  teacher)	  
	  
This	  teacher	  was	  able	  to	  think	  about	  how	  she	  could	  build	  word	  consciousness	  into	  
the	  culture	  of	  learning	  in	  her	  classroom.	  Understanding	  that	  we	  need	  to	  teach	  word	  
learning	  strategies	  and	  to	  help	  students	  become	  more	  word	  conscious	  is	  part	  of	  
good	  disciplinary	  teaching	  (Dobbs,	  2013).	  However,	  there	  was	  little	  evidence	  in	  the	  
above	  language	  that	  this	  teacher	  thought	  about	  this	  deeply	  in	  a	  disciplinary	  way.	  She	  
was	  really	  on	  her	  way	  towards	  good,	  intermediate	  level	  vocabulary	  instruction.	  
Perhaps	  this	  is	  an	  appropriate	  way	  for	  middle	  school	  teachers	  to	  build	  word	  
consciousness.	  We	  need	  more	  research	  to	  understand	  whether	  it	  is	  teacher	  
knowledge,	  student	  need	  or	  a	  combination	  of	  both	  that	  determines	  where	  along	  the	  
continuum	  between	  intermediate	  and	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies	  a	  teacher	  
chooses	  to	  enact	  new	  literacy	  instruction.	  	  
For	  other	  content	  teachers,	  vocabulary	  teaching	  became	  more	  purposeful,	  
deep	  and	  disciplinary.	  Words	  like	  power	  and	  hubris	  were	  explored	  in	  depth	  in	  an	  
English	  and	  history	  interdisciplinary	  unit	  that	  explored	  how	  different	  leaders	  used	  
and	  interpreted	  power.	  Students	  read	  the	  writings	  of	  Mao	  and	  Julius	  Caesar	  in	  
English	  class	  and	  learned	  more	  about	  the	  historical	  context	  of	  each	  leader	  in	  social	  
studies.	  In	  explaining	  his	  new	  approach	  to	  vocabulary	  learning,	  the	  English	  teacher	  




I	  gave	  too	  many	  tier	  two	  words.	  I	  didn’t	  narrow	  the	  focus…	  I	  changed	  
it	  to	  make	  them	  more	  thematic	  in	  nature…	  I	  scaled	  it	  way	  back.	  For	  
example	  in	  Julius	  Caesar	  we	  did	  a	  whole	  day's	  worth	  on	  the	  word	  
hubris…Taking	  that	  one	  word	  and	  then	  showing	  them	  how	  it	  was	  
thematically	  portrayed	  throughout	  the	  whole	  text.	  
	  
	   In	  Appendix	  B	  are	  photographs	  of	  student	  work	  of	  their	  conception	  of	  how	  
both	  Julius	  Caesar	  and	  Mao	  Zedong	  gained	  and	  used	  their	  respective	  power.	  The	  
extensive	  class	  time	  used	  to	  build	  vocabulary	  concept	  knowledge	  of	  this	  word	  
helped	  students	  to	  understand	  this	  abstract	  concept	  at	  a	  deep	  level	  and	  to	  visually,	  
and	  in	  writing,	  convey	  their	  understanding.	  In	  addition,	  there	  are	  photos	  of	  the	  
poetry	  students	  created	  in	  English	  class	  to	  further	  convey	  their	  conception	  of	  this	  
abstract	  force.	  Through	  this	  thoughtful,	  interdisciplinary	  connection,	  students	  were	  
able	  to	  build	  an	  understanding	  of	  this	  concept	  from	  many	  different	  texts,	  activities,	  
classroom	  discussion,	  and	  from	  building	  on	  their	  own	  background	  knowledge	  to	  
convey	  their	  understanding	  through	  both	  expository	  and	  creative	  writing.	  Thus,	  
these	  students	  became	  disciplinary	  insiders	  in	  both	  historical	  and	  creative	  writing	  
contexts.	  They	  learned	  about	  a	  complex	  abstract	  concept	  at	  a	  deep	  and	  
interdisciplinary	  level.	  	  
This	  cohort	  two	  English	  teacher	  dramatically	  shifted	  his	  thinking	  about	  
vocabulary	  instruction.	  He	  went	  from	  believing	  he	  needed	  to	  teach	  most	  of	  the	  
words	  students	  may	  not	  know	  in	  the	  text	  they	  encounter,	  via	  surface	  level	  
assignments	  like	  looking	  the	  word	  up	  in	  a	  dictionary,	  to	  diving	  deeply	  into	  words	  
that	  represent	  complex	  abstract	  concepts	  and	  using	  this	  to	  build	  student	  




words	  at	  once,	  with	  just	  definitions	  to	  be	  memorized,	  to	  drawing	  attention	  to	  the	  
deeper	  meanings	  of	  academic	  words	  and	  concepts.	  “Vocabulary	  knowledge	  is	  
concept	  knowledge”	  (Templeton,	  Bear,	  Invernizzi,	  Johnston,	  Flanigan,	  Townsend,	  
Helman	  &	  Hayes,	  2015,	  p.3).	  Teaching	  words	  deeply	  and	  meaningfully	  in	  this	  way	  
can	  greatly	  deepen	  the	  level	  at	  which	  students	  build	  and	  convey	  disciplinary	  
content.	  As	  evidenced	  by	  student	  work,	  students	  gained	  a	  deep	  and	  personal	  
understanding	  of	  the	  concept	  of	  power.	  
In	  addition	  to	  deep	  content	  learning,	  more	  thoughtful	  and	  effective	  
vocabulary	  instruction	  was	  integrated	  into	  reading	  comprehension	  instruction.	  
Deep	  reading	  comprehension	  at	  the	  secondary	  level	  requires	  the	  high	  level	  cognitive	  
skills	  of	  synthesis,	  analysis,	  critical	  thinking	  and	  problem	  solving,	  which	  is	  far	  
beyond	  what	  is	  required	  of	  students	  at	  the	  primary	  level	  (Snow	  et	  al.,	  2009).	  Thus,	  
instruction	  in	  academic	  vocabulary	  concept	  knowledge	  should	  be	  integral	  to	  content	  
learning	  in	  order	  to	  give	  students	  the	  intellectual	  data	  for	  these	  higher-­‐level	  reading	  
comprehension	  skills	  (i.e.	  Shanahan	  &	  Shanahan,	  2008,	  2012).	  	  	  	  
A	  cohort	  one	  social	  studies	  teacher	  explained	  how	  she	  shifted	  her	  reading	  
comprehension	  instruction	  to	  incorporate	  visual	  thinking	  strategies	  in	  order	  to	  help	  
students	  understand	  abstract	  vocabulary	  concepts	  in	  disciplinary	  informational	  
text.	  Prior	  to	  her	  experience	  in	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  initiative,	  she	  would	  have	  
students	  look	  up	  words	  in	  dictionaries,	  take	  notes	  in	  the	  margins	  and	  highlight	  
important	  passages,	  all	  for	  homework.	  Then	  in	  class,	  she	  would	  have	  them	  answer	  




altogether,”	  but	  she	  also	  changed	  the	  kinds	  of	  assignments	  that	  students	  would	  do	  in	  
class,	  versus	  for	  homework,	  as	  evidenced	  below:	  
I	  looked	  at	  previewing	  vocabulary	  in	  a	  meaningful	  way	  and	  did	  a	  lot	  
more	  with	  visuals	  to	  reinforce	  some	  of	  the—especially	  the	  more	  
abstract	  concepts.	  For	  example,	  in	  thinking	  about	  Chinese	  
Confucianism,	  I	  had	  them	  draw	  some	  of	  the	  ways	  to—let’s	  say	  it	  was	  
meritocracy.	  Some	  people	  might	  be	  assigned	  to	  draw	  meritocracy,	  or	  
reincarnation	  for	  Buddhism,	  and	  we	  would	  put	  them	  [up]	  all	  around	  
[the	  classroom].	  We	  would	  do	  that	  after	  we	  had	  worked	  together	  in	  
class,	  not	  [as]	  an	  out	  of	  class	  assignment.	  Also,	  I	  very	  much	  changed	  
what	  I	  assigned	  as	  homework	  and	  what	  I	  did	  in	  class.	  (A	  PowerPoint	  
displaying	  this	  lesson	  is	  in	  Appendix	  B)	  
	  
This	  more	  disciplinary	  approach	  to	  vocabulary	  instruction	  helps	  students	  
engage	  in,	  learn	  about,	  and	  convey	  their	  understanding	  of	  complex,	  abstract	  historic	  
and	  cultural	  concepts.	  By	  having	  students	  create	  visuals	  of	  their	  understanding	  of	  a	  
meritocracy,	  for	  example,	  and	  then	  displaying	  and	  talking	  about	  these	  
understandings	  within	  the	  classroom,	  greatly	  enhances	  student	  engagement	  and	  
understanding.	  Students	  are	  much	  more	  likely	  to	  build	  an	  understanding	  of	  the	  
deeper	  meaning	  and	  nuances	  of	  language	  (Nagy	  &	  Scott,	  2000)	  when	  they	  are	  
engaged	  in	  this	  way-­‐-­‐-­‐certainly	  more	  than	  they	  would	  by	  a	  homework	  assignment	  
where	  they	  write	  definitions	  of	  words	  in	  isolation.	  (See	  Appendix	  B	  for	  more	  
examples).	  
	   There	  were	  other	  ways	  that	  teachers	  adopted	  and	  adapted	  (Gilles,	  2014)	  new	  
vocabulary	  teaching	  strategies	  to	  deepen	  content	  learning	  from	  text.	  A	  cohort	  one	  
English	  teacher	  collaborated	  with	  a	  cohort	  one	  social	  studies	  teacher	  to	  adapt	  Word	  




content	  learning.	  Five	  to	  six	  words	  per	  week	  were	  introduced	  that	  came	  from	  novels	  
and	  poetry	  in	  the	  English	  language	  arts	  curriculum	  and	  textbooks	  and	  primary	  
source	  documents	  from	  the	  social	  studies	  curriculum.	  These	  words	  were	  high	  
frequency,	  tier	  two	  words	  (Beck,	  et	  al.,	  2013)	  and	  words	  necessary	  to	  know	  to	  
comprehend	  the	  text	  at	  hand.	  These	  teachers	  met	  after	  school	  to	  initially	  develop	  
this	  project	  and	  subsequently	  met	  over	  the	  summer	  to	  choose	  words	  to	  introduce	  
for	  the	  entire	  year.	  Two	  example	  lists	  are	  below:	  	  
	  













As	  with	  Word	  Generation	  (Snow	  et	  al.,	  2009),	  a	  variety	  of	  engaging	  activities	  
were	  used	  to	  help	  students	  learn	  and	  develop	  a	  deep	  understanding	  of	  the	  words	  
and	  the	  associated	  disciplinary	  concept	  knowledge,	  in	  order	  to	  give	  them	  greater	  
access	  to	  disciplinary	  concepts	  in	  text.	  There	  were	  multiple	  exposures	  to	  the	  words	  
and	  students	  used	  them	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  ways	  in	  class	  discussion,	  debate,	  and	  in	  
argumentative	  writing.	  After	  three	  weeks,	  there	  would	  be	  a	  review	  of	  the	  words	  and	  




on	  what	  scholars	  of	  vocabulary	  teaching	  have	  determined	  is	  sound:	  that	  students	  
learn	  words	  incrementally,	  from	  multiple	  exposures,	  in	  rich	  learning	  contexts,	  and	  
that	  exposing	  them	  to	  using	  the	  words	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  contexts	  helps	  students	  
understand	  the	  multi-­‐dimensionality	  of	  words	  (Nagy	  &	  Scott,	  2000;	  Nagy	  &	  
Townsend,	  2012).	  	  (A	  PowerPoint	  presentation	  of	  this	  work	  is	  in	  Appendix	  B.)	  
	   Thus,	  new	  vocabulary	  teaching	  strategies	  adopted	  and	  adapted	  by	  this	  
faculty	  spanned	  the	  range	  of	  intermediate	  to	  more	  disciplinary	  literacy	  vocabulary	  
instruction.	  Why	  is	  it	  that	  some	  teachers	  focused	  on	  teaching	  vocabulary	  concept	  
knowledge	  in	  ways	  central	  to	  academic	  content	  teaching	  and	  others	  did	  not?	  This	  is	  
an	  area	  ripe	  for	  more	  research.	  
	  
New	  instructional	  strategies	  for	  close	  reading	  of	  complex	  disciplinary	  
text	  
Common	  language	  for	  close	  reading	  of	  complex	  text	  and	  distinct	  
disciplinary	  thinking:	  Claims,	  evidence,	  reasoning	  
All	  disciplinarians	  engage	  in	  making	  claims,	  providing	  evidence	  for	  claims,	  
and	  use	  reasoning	  to	  determine	  the	  significance	  of	  claims;	  however,	  this	  is	  done	  in	  
different	  ways	  across	  the	  four	  major	  disciplines.	  Scientists,	  for	  example,	  make	  claims	  
in	  the	  form	  of	  scientific	  findings	  from	  experimental	  studies.	  Mathematicians	  
perform	  mathematical	  proofs	  to	  determine	  the	  answer,	  or	  claim.	  	  Historians	  present	  
their	  claims	  implicitly	  as	  facts	  in	  their	  historical	  accounts	  and	  arguments.	  In	  English	  




poetry	  (Shanahan,	  2015).	  	  
Interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  claims,	  evidence	  and	  reasoning	  
(CER)	  terminology	  is	  now	  used	  across	  content	  areas	  in	  this	  school	  in	  classroom	  
debates	  and	  in	  student	  writing.	  To	  prepare	  for	  both	  oral	  and	  written	  tasks,	  students	  
must	  closely	  read	  the	  text	  for	  claims	  and	  evidence	  to	  support	  these	  claims.	  	  Then,	  
they	  use	  their	  reasoning	  skills	  to	  determine	  the	  importance	  of	  each	  claim.	  Although	  
this	  is	  common	  language	  across	  the	  disciplines,	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  claim	  and	  evidence	  
is	  different	  in	  the	  different	  disciplines,	  as	  is	  the	  reasoning	  students	  must	  use	  to	  
determine	  importance.	  	  
Having	  this	  common	  language	  has	  increased	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  support	  
teachers	  as	  they	  work	  with	  their	  students	  in	  different	  content	  areas.	  One	  of	  the	  
Academic	  Content	  Support	  (ASC)	  teachers	  commented,	  “[University	  consultants]	  
gave	  us	  common	  vocabulary	  to	  use.	  We	  now	  have	  common	  language	  to	  use	  when	  we	  
are	  checking	  for	  understanding.”	  Particularly	  in	  science	  and	  English,	  students	  are	  
encouraged	  to	  use	  CER	  language	  in	  making	  claims,	  providing	  evidence	  from	  text	  and	  
using	  reasoning	  to	  defend	  their	  claim.	  Claims,	  evidence,	  reasoning	  terminology	  came	  
from	  collaborative	  conversations	  guided	  by	  the	  university	  consultants	  during	  the	  
professional	  development	  release	  training	  days	  and	  it	  is	  forming	  a	  common	  thread	  
between	  disciplines	  for	  students	  in	  this	  middle	  school.	  
Using	  claims,	  evidence,	  reasoning	  (CER)	  language	  in	  more	  than	  one	  discipline	  




differences	  in	  language	  and	  reasoning	  between	  the	  content	  areas.	  	  A	  cohort	  one	  
English	  teacher	  commented,	  	  
When	  I	  teach	  CER	  writing	  in	  English	  class,	  they’ve	  already	  done	  CER	  
writing	  in	  science…	  We	  get	  to	  talk	  about	  what	  makes	  this	  writing	  
specific	  to	  the	  discipline	  of	  English…	  I	  think	  it’s	  good	  for	  us	  to	  help	  
make	  explicit	  to	  them	  the	  connections	  between	  what	  they	  learn	  across	  
disciplines	  but	  then	  also	  to	  make	  the	  distinction	  between	  [the	  
disciplines].	  I	  think	  it	  reinforces	  their	  learning.”	  
	  
When	  teachers	  make	  disciplinary	  similarities	  and	  differences	  transparent,	  students	  
can	  gain	  a	  sharper	  understanding	  of	  how	  reasoning	  and	  communicating	  in	  each	  
discipline	  is	  distinct.	  Through	  this	  kind	  of	  instruction,	  students	  become	  more	  aware	  
of	  the	  differing	  language	  structures	  used	  across	  the	  disciplines.	  	  
Teachers	  have	  also	  shifted	  the	  way	  they	  think	  about	  language	  use	  in	  their	  
content	  areas.	  Interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  they	  now	  think	  about	  
what	  language	  structures	  are	  particular	  to	  their	  discipline	  and	  they	  now	  aim	  to	  
make	  these	  differences	  transparent	  to	  their	  students.	  Language	  structures	  convey	  
the	  kind	  of	  thinking	  or	  habits	  of	  mind	  in	  a	  discipline	  (i.e.	  Bailey	  &	  Butler,	  2007;	  
Schleppegrell,	  2004).	  We	  know	  we	  need	  to	  apprentice	  students	  into	  ways	  of	  
thinking,	  speaking	  and	  writing	  within	  a	  discipline	  (i.e.	  Greenleaf	  &	  Hinchman,	  2009;	  
Schoenbach	  et	  al.,	  2012;	  Moje,	  2015)	  and	  there	  is	  evidence	  this	  is	  happening	  here.	  	  
More	  common	  language	  for	  close	  reading:	  	  Three	  Big	  Questions	  	  
Academic	  support	  teachers,	  science	  teachers	  and	  math	  teachers	  all	  reported,	  
“Students	  don’t	  read	  the	  text.”	  From	  a	  student	  survey	  that	  science	  teachers	  




textbook,	  group	  projects,	  labs,	  practice	  in	  class,	  class	  discussion,	  extra	  help,	  and	  
videos),	  students	  reported	  that	  their	  textbook	  was	  second	  to	  last	  out	  of	  eight	  
resources.	  Thus,	  there	  was	  a	  focus	  in	  inquiry	  groups	  in	  both	  cohorts	  regarding	  
finding	  ways	  to	  engage	  students	  more	  effectively	  with	  textbook	  readings.	  A	  cohort	  
one	  academic	  support	  teacher	  and	  her	  science	  colleague	  presented	  their	  use	  of	  The	  
Three	  Big	  Questions	  (Beers	  &	  Probst,	  2016)	  to	  engage	  students	  with	  text	  in	  non-­‐
threatening	  ways	  during	  in-­‐house	  professional	  development.	  (A	  copy	  of	  this	  
PowerPoint	  and	  associated	  work	  is	  in	  Appendix	  B).	  These	  three	  questions	  are:	  What	  
surprised	  me;	  what	  did	  the	  author	  think	  I	  already	  knew;	  and,	  what	  changed,	  
challenged	  or	  confirmed	  what	  I	  already	  knew?	  They	  provided	  students	  with	  
sentence	  frames	  to	  scaffold	  their	  answers,	  which	  are	  illustrated	  in	  the	  following	  
table:	  
	  
What	  Surprised	  Me?	   What	  did	  the	  author	  think	  
I	  already	  knew?	  
What	  changed,	  
challenged,	  or	  confirmed	  
what	  I	  already	  knew?	  
• I	  was	  shocked	  about…	  
• I	  was	  surprised	  
when…	  
• I	  never	  thought….	  
• I	  could	  not	  believe….	  
• Really?	  
• I	  did	  not	  know…	  
• I	  was	  confused	  by…	  
• The	  author	  assumed…	  
• The	  author	  
thought	  I	  knew…	  
• At	  first	  I	  
thought…but…	  
• I	  had	  to	  rethink…	  
• My	  understanding	  
changed	  when…	  
• I	  was	  right/wrong	  
about…	  
	  
Field	  artifacts,	  interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  the	  table	  above	  
became	  a	  toolbox	  for	  other	  teachers	  to	  use	  for	  textbook	  and	  other	  disciplinary	  




to	  give	  students	  better	  access	  to	  dense	  and	  disengaging	  science	  textbook	  reading.	  
From	  student	  work	  (in	  the	  PowerPoint	  and	  handed	  to	  teachers	  during	  in-­‐house	  
professional	  development),	  it	  is	  apparent	  that	  students	  were	  better	  able	  to	  extract	  
key	  information	  from	  the	  text.	  They	  were	  also	  able	  to	  make	  connections	  between	  
their	  background	  knowledge	  and	  the	  chemistry	  unit	  at	  hand,	  in	  which	  this	  strategy	  
was	  piloted.	  Teachers	  reported	  that	  the	  “discussion	  in	  class	  was	  amazing”	  and	  that	  
“students	  had	  great	  questions	  that	  really	  showed	  they	  were	  thinking.”	  When	  
students	  responded	  to	  these	  three	  questions	  for	  homework	  on	  cell	  organelles,	  for	  
example,	  teachers	  reported	  that	  students	  asked	  questions	  like,	  “If	  animal	  cells	  do	  
not	  have	  chloroplasts	  and	  cannot	  make	  food,	  is	  that	  why	  animals	  move	  and	  plants	  
don’t?”	  This	  shows	  that	  students	  were	  engaged	  in	  the	  textbook	  reading	  and	  were	  
asking	  key	  questions	  of	  the	  text	  by	  connecting	  information	  in	  the	  text	  with	  their	  
background	  knowledge.	  	  
Support	  teachers	  reported	  that	  using	  this	  technique	  “automatically	  
differentiates	  students	  who	  are	  stronger	  [readers]	  [from]	  those	  who	  struggle	  more	  
and	  gives	  us	  a	  sense	  of	  where	  to	  go	  with	  them.”	  Thus,	  this	  gives	  support	  teachers	  a	  
formative	  assessment,	  which	  enables	  them	  to	  better	  target	  their	  instruction.	  Also,	  
this	  technique	  has	  proven	  to	  be	  effective	  with	  students	  in	  raising	  their	  reading	  
engagement	  and	  access	  to	  science	  textbook	  reading,	  and	  has	  supported	  them	  in	  
making	  meaning	  of	  the	  content	  in	  science	  textbooks,	  which	  are	  packed	  with	  dense	  
and	  abstract	  academic	  language	  and	  vocabulary	  (Shanahan,	  2015).	  




students	  to	  find	  out	  what	  they	  thought	  about	  using	  The	  Three	  Big	  Questions	  
framework	  and	  presented	  the	  following	  responses:	  
“I	  like	  it	  because	  I	  can	  focus	  on	  what	  interests	  me	  in	  the	  reading	  It	  makes	  the	  
reading	  more	  personal.”	  
	  
“I	  do	  not	  like	  it	  because	  it	  takes	  longer	  and	  I	  actually	  have	  to	  read	  the	  
textbook.”	  
	  
“I	  like	  it	  because	  I	  can	  actually	  remember	  what	  I	  read	  the	  next	  day	  in	  class	  
and	  can	  participate	  more	  in	  the	  group	  discussion.”	  
	  
“I	  do	  not	  like	  it	  because	  it	  is	  too	  tedious.	  I’d	  rather	  just	  take	  my	  own	  notes.”	  
	  
“I	  liked	  it	  because	  it	  forces	  me	  to	  actually	  read	  the	  textbook	  and	  think	  about	  
what	  I	  am	  reading,	  but	  I	  do	  not	  like	  it	  because	  I	  can’t	  study	  from	  it.”	  
	  
As	  evidenced	  in	  the	  student	  responses	  above,	  students	  were	  engaged	  in	  the	  reading	  
and	  it	  forced	  them	  to	  actually	  read	  the	  text.	  Other	  cohort	  teachers	  reported	  using	  a	  
variation	  of	  this	  technique.	  For	  example,	  a	  cohort	  one	  science	  teacher	  commented	  
“I’m	  trying	  to	  get	  more	  in	  the	  habit	  of	  having	  kids	  take	  their	  own	  notes,	  finding	  main	  
takeaways	  by	  themselves,	  finding	  what	  surprised	  them,	  what	  they	  still	  wonder	  
about	  [in]	  the	  textbook,	  so	  really	  making	  sure	  the	  kids	  are	  reading	  and	  not	  just	  
hunting	  and	  pecking.”	  Thus,	  this	  intermediate	  literacy	  strategy	  can	  be	  used	  across	  
content	  areas,	  but	  like	  the	  intermediate	  literacy	  discussion	  techniques	  adopted	  and	  
adapted	  by	  teachers	  here,	  The	  Three	  Big	  Questions	  produced	  disciplinary	  thinking,	  
language	  and	  inquiry	  in	  students	  through	  their	  close	  reading	  of	  disciplinary	  text.	  	  




Using	  writing	  to	  explain	  thinking	  in	  Math	  on	  assessments	  and	  as	  
preparation	  for	  class	  discussion	  
Simone	  (pseudonym),	  a	  cohort	  two	  Math	  teacher	  described	  how	  she	  focused	  
her	  inquiry	  work	  on	  finding	  ways	  to	  help	  students	  use	  writing	  to	  explain	  their	  
thinking,	  both	  on	  assessments	  and	  as	  preparation	  for	  class	  discussion	  of	  math	  
concepts,	  reasoning	  and	  understanding.	  For	  example,	  she	  now	  uses	  quick	  writes	  at	  
the	  beginning	  of	  class	  to	  prompt	  kids	  to	  write	  their	  understanding	  of	  the	  distributive	  
property,	  for	  example.	  	  	  
	  
Making	  them	  write	  something	  down	  really	  gets	  them	  focused	  and	  
then	  you	  can	  have	  them	  talk	  to	  other	  people	  about	  what	  they	  wrote.	  
Then	  you	  can	  talk	  about	  it	  as	  a	  class....	  
	  
	  I	  found	  …when	  I	  do	  [this]	  right	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  class,	  everybody	  
gets	  into	  the	  right	  frame	  of	  mind	  really	  quickly…they	  focus	  in	  
and…they’re	  in	  math	  mode.	  
	  
This	  comment	  speaks	  to	  the	  importance	  of	  starting	  small	  when	  making	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  instructional	  changes.	  Starting	  small	  and	  building	  off	  success	  is	  a	  relatively	  
easy	  and	  practical	  way	  to	  approach	  these	  changes,	  especially	  in	  the	  current	  climate	  
where	  teachers	  always	  feel	  pressed	  for	  time.	  Further,	  this	  prods	  students	  to	  think	  
like	  mathematicians	  and	  to	  use	  mathematical	  discourse	  and	  vocabulary	  to	  convey	  
their	  ideas.	  	  
	   In	  her	  Teacher	  Reflection,	  this	  math	  teacher	  further	  explained	  this	  procedure:	  
I…	  put	  a	  prompt	  on	  the	  board,	  and	  have	  them	  write	  anything	  they	  
think	  about	  it.	  	  Sometimes	  it	  will	  be	  solving	  a	  problem;	  other	  times	  it	  




collect	  them	  to	  look	  at,	  but	  never	  for	  a	  grade	  because	  I	  don’t	  want	  
them	  to	  be	  stressed	  about	  saying	  the	  right	  thing	  but	  more	  about	  just	  
explaining	  their	  thoughts.	  	  Usually	  we	  will	  have	  a	  quick	  discussion	  
about	  the	  prompt,	  which	  may	  involve	  sharing	  answers	  with	  a	  partner	  
first	  to	  discuss	  the	  ideas	  further.	  	  	  
	  
This	  teacher	  had	  shifted	  the	  way	  she	  thought	  about	  teaching	  math	  from	  her	  
experience	  in	  this	  initiative.	  Prior	  to	  this	  training,	  she	  mentioned	  she	  was	  just	  trying	  
to	  get	  through	  a	  new	  curriculum;	  now	  she	  is	  more	  focused	  on	  teaching	  ways	  of	  
thinking	  in	  math.	  She	  is	  apprenticing	  her	  students	  into	  how	  mathematicians	  would	  
approach	  a	  problem.	  By	  sharing	  this	  thinking	  with	  partners	  and	  then	  the	  whole	  
class,	  students	  widen	  their	  perspective	  on	  how	  they	  could	  think	  about	  a	  math	  
problem.	  	  In	  explaining	  how	  this	  procedure	  affects	  her	  students,	  Simone	  explained,	  
Students	  are	  more	  comfortable	  sharing	  what	  they	  are	  thinking	  with	  
the	  class	  after	  they	  have	  been	  given	  time	  to	  think	  independently	  for	  a	  
few	  minutes	  and	  organize	  their	  thoughts…They	  are	  happy	  to	  see	  their	  
work	  shared,	  even	  if	  it	  isn’t	  attributed	  to	  them.	  I	  try	  to	  use	  this	  to	  
increase	  the	  confidence	  of	  students	  who	  I	  know	  could	  use	  it	  
	  
(This	  teacher	  reflection,	  sample	  assessment,	  and	  student	  work	  
associated	  with	  this	  appears	  in	  Appendix	  B.)	  
	  
While	  this	  is	  a	  small	  change	  in	  classroom	  instruction,	  it	  has	  improved	  student	  
engagement	  and	  has	  helped	  students	  to	  see	  and	  hear	  the	  range	  of	  ways	  a	  
mathematical	  problem	  can	  be	  solved.	  This	  not	  only	  broadens	  their	  problem	  solving	  
and	  perspective	  taking	  skills,	  but	  is	  also	  deepens	  student	  understanding.	  Reasoning	  
in	  math,	  and	  in	  all	  the	  disciplines	  for	  that	  matter,	  is	  a	  complex	  task	  that	  requires	  
students	  to	  see	  various	  angles	  or	  perspectives	  on	  the	  topic	  at	  hand.	  Classroom	  




2009;	  Zwiers,	  2008,	  2014)	  and	  makes	  the	  complex	  thinking	  required	  to	  solve	  a	  math	  
problem,	  or	  to	  understand	  a	  historical	  event,	  or	  to	  see	  how	  many	  ways	  a	  poem	  can	  
be	  interpreted	  more	  transparent.	  As	  students	  understand	  their	  own	  thinking	  and	  
their	  ability	  to	  convey	  this	  thinking,	  their	  engagement	  and	  self-­‐efficacy	  is	  likely	  to	  
rise	  (i.e.	  Guthrie	  &	  Wigfield,	  2000)	  and	  their	  comprehension	  is	  likely	  to	  deepen	  (i.e.	  
Applebee	  &	  Langer,	  2003;	  Murphy	  et	  al.,	  2009).	  Further,	  writing	  to	  explain	  thinking	  
and	  then	  discussing	  it,	  gives	  students	  oral	  and	  written	  experience	  in	  the	  academic	  
language	  needed	  to	  convey	  complex	  disciplinary	  content	  (i.e.	  Zwiers,	  2008,	  2014;	  
Zwiers	  &	  Crawford,	  2011).	  This	  quick	  and	  easy	  technique	  is	  rather	  disciplinary,	  as	  it	  
encourages	  students	  to	  think	  and	  communicate	  as	  mathematicians.	  	  
How	  does	  focus	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  result	  in	  general	  good	  teaching?	  
During	  multiple	  one-­‐on-­‐one	  and	  focus	  group	  interviews,	  I	  learned	  about	  a	  
number	  of	  more	  general	  instructional	  changes	  that	  were	  now	  happening	  around	  the	  
school	  as	  the	  result	  of	  this	  training.	  	  A	  cohort	  one	  teacher	  commented,	  
One	  thing	  that	  we	  definitely	  do	  differently	  in	  the	  ASC	  [Academic	  
Support	  Center]	  is	  we	  just	  check	  for	  understanding	  much	  more	  [often]	  
than	  we	  used	  to.	  I	  don’t	  take	  for	  granted	  that	  kids	  understand	  until	  
I’ve	  checked	  to	  make	  sure…we	  talk	  about	  text	  much	  more	  than	  we	  
used	  to.	  Even	  though	  we’re	  working	  with	  many	  different	  teachers,	  we	  
can	  quickly	  check	  for	  understanding	  with	  two	  or	  three	  different	  teams	  
because	  we’re	  using	  similar	  language.	  
	  
It	  is	  widely	  known	  that	  good	  teaching	  involves	  checking	  for	  understanding.	  The	  
training	  teachers	  have	  received	  in	  this	  initiative	  has	  encouraged	  them	  to	  become	  
more	  thoughtful	  and	  reflective	  about	  their	  practice,	  which	  has	  spilled	  over	  into	  




helpful	  for	  both	  teachers	  and	  students.	  This	  teacher	  is	  focused	  on	  student	  
understanding,	  which	  is	  part	  of	  effective	  teaching	  (Wiggins	  &	  McTighe,	  2005).	  In	  
addition,	  the	  common	  language	  practices	  that	  have	  spread	  among	  the	  faculty	  make	  
procedures	  and	  expectations	  more	  transparent	  to	  both	  students	  and	  teachers	  across	  
the	  disciplines.	  
This	  training	  has	  also	  encouraged	  teachers	  to	  be	  more	  thoughtful	  in	  their	  text	  
selection	  process	  and	  to	  think	  about	  how	  each	  text	  might	  challenge	  students	  in	  their	  
processes	  to	  build	  meaning	  from	  the	  text.	  In	  addition,	  it	  has	  heighted	  school	  
leadership	  to	  ask	  critical	  questions	  of	  teachers	  about	  the	  text	  they	  are	  using	  with	  
students.	  	  When	  I	  asked	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  during	  our	  interview	  about	  the	  
impact	  of	  the	  initiative,	  she	  responded,	  
I	  think	  [the	  initiative]	  has	  built	  awareness.	  Ten	  years	  ago,	  teachers	  
may	  have	  put	  college	  level	  or	  high	  school	  level	  text	  in	  front	  of	  kids	  and	  
would	  have	  just	  assumed	  they	  could	  access	  it.	  Or,	  they	  would	  read	  the	  
text	  aloud	  if	  they	  thought	  kids	  would	  have	  difficulty	  accessing	  it.	  Now	  
it	  is	  common	  for	  administrators	  to	  ask,	  “Why	  did	  you	  select	  that	  text?	  
How	  do	  you	  know	  that	  Lisa,	  for	  example,	  was	  able	  to	  engage	  in	  it?	  	  
What	  did	  you	  do	  to	  make	  sure	  that	  [the	  text]	  was	  accessible	  to	  kids?	  	  
	  
This	  indicates	  that	  not	  only	  was	  teacher	  awareness	  about	  text	  selection	  and	  how	  
they	  might	  design	  instruction	  to	  broaden	  student	  access	  to	  text,	  but	  it	  has	  also	  
raised	  awareness	  within	  school	  leadership.	  School	  leaders	  now	  have	  an	  awareness	  
that	  text	  selection	  is	  important	  and	  that	  students	  need	  their	  teachers	  to	  support	  
them	  as	  they	  build	  skills	  to	  access	  complex,	  disciplinary	  text.	  	  
During	  focus	  group	  and	  individual	  interviews,	  teachers	  also	  reported	  a	  major	  




transfer	  to	  student	  learning.	  The	  focus	  changed	  from	  thinking	  about	  how	  they	  would	  
teach,	  to	  how	  students	  might	  learn.	  During	  the	  cohort	  one	  focus	  group,	  one	  teacher	  
commented,	  “I	  think	  we	  all	  agree	  that	  it’s	  not	  just	  covering	  something,	  but	  really	  
creating	  an	  environment	  in	  which	  as	  many	  kids	  as	  possible	  are	  able	  to	  access	  it.”	  
Another	  teacher	  commented,	  “moving	  from	  caring	  not	  just	  about	  how	  you’re	  
teaching,	  to	  are	  kids	  learning.	  Making	  sure	  that	  kids	  are	  really	  able	  to	  access	  the	  text	  
and	  learn	  from	  it;	  that’s	  the	  biggest	  change	  for	  me.”	  	  Thus,	  there	  has	  been	  growth	  
here	  in	  teachers	  focusing	  on	  student	  learning.	  They	  are	  thinking	  more	  about	  what	  
students	  are	  gaining	  from	  classroom	  instruction,	  rather	  than	  focusing	  just	  on	  
pedagogy.	  The	  focus	  has	  moved	  from	  teacher	  instruction	  to	  student	  learning.	  
When	  a	  focus	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  moves	  to	  interdisciplinary	  
curriculum	  development	  
Not	  only	  did	  the	  theory	  of	  action	  come	  to	  fruition	  in	  producing	  intermediate	  
and	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  also	  became	  the	  
hub	  of	  interdisciplinary	  curriculum	  creation,	  which	  became	  the	  focus	  of	  cohort	  two	  
in	  their	  last	  year	  of	  training.	  	  
As	  an	  example	  of	  this	  process,	  members	  of	  cohort	  two	  inspired	  their	  entire	  
seventh	  grade	  team,	  some	  of	  whom	  had	  not	  been	  in	  either	  cohort,	  to	  create	  an	  
interdisciplinary	  unit	  centered	  in	  the	  topic	  of	  food,	  which	  was	  infused	  with	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies.	  	  The	  health	  teacher,	  who	  is	  not	  formally	  a	  member	  of	  
this	  team,	  was	  part	  of	  this	  effort,	  lessening	  her	  isolation.	  She	  is	  not	  a	  member	  of	  a	  




creates	  her	  curriculum	  in	  isolation.	  
The	  social	  studies	  teacher	  introduced	  the	  food	  unit	  and	  focused	  on	  which	  
cultural	  groups	  eat	  what	  kind	  of	  food	  and	  also	  investigated	  cultural	  traditions	  that	  
are	  centered	  in	  food.	  They	  investigated	  and	  read	  about	  foods	  with	  religious	  
symbolism.	  They	  also	  looked	  at	  what	  percentage	  of	  Gross	  Domestic	  Product	  (GDP)	  is	  
related	  to	  food	  production	  and	  sales	  and	  the	  relationship	  between	  GDP,	  food	  
consumption	  and	  life	  expectancy.	  	  
In	  science,	  students	  investigated	  weather	  trends	  around	  the	  world	  that	  effect	  
food	  production	  via	  various	  digital	  maps.	  Interactive	  study	  guides	  (Buehl,	  2011,	  
2017)	  were	  used	  to	  encourage	  students	  to	  make	  inferences	  about	  growing	  
conditions	  necessary	  to	  produce	  certain	  foods	  and	  to	  think	  about	  why	  people	  might	  
prefer	  local	  foods,	  for	  example,	  over	  commercially	  packaged	  foods.	  Students	  read	  
and	  discussed	  text	  about	  energy	  flow	  in	  various	  ecosystems	  and	  how	  this	  might	  
affect	  the	  kinds	  of	  animals	  that	  populate	  a	  particular	  ecosystem	  and	  the	  type	  of	  food	  
grown.	  	  A	  particular	  emphasis	  in	  this	  science	  reading	  was	  building	  vocabulary	  
concept	  knowledge	  before,	  during	  and	  after	  reading.	  	  
In	  health,	  the	  students	  participated	  in	  growing	  a	  variety	  of	  vegetables	  in	  the	  
school	  garden	  they	  helped	  to	  create	  and	  thought	  about	  how	  the	  food	  they	  ate	  in	  a	  
given	  day	  might	  affect	  their	  overall	  health	  and	  well	  being.	  	  Students	  were	  also	  
encouraged	  to	  think	  about	  the	  manner	  and	  speed	  in	  which	  they	  ate	  might	  affect	  
their	  health.	  	  




an	  entire	  weekend	  and	  why	  they	  chose	  to	  eat	  what	  they	  did.	  In	  class,	  small	  groups	  of	  
students	  investigated	  and	  reported	  on	  various	  factors	  that	  influence	  food	  
consumption.	  Students	  were	  also	  instructed	  and	  supported	  in	  writing	  an	  essay	  
about	  their	  food	  consumption	  and	  why	  they	  decided	  to	  eat	  the	  foods	  they	  did.	  As	  a	  
culminating	  event,	  each	  student	  brought	  in	  food	  to	  share	  from	  his	  or	  her	  family	  and	  
cultural	  background.	  
In	  addition	  to	  the	  joint	  planning	  of	  this	  unit,	  members	  of	  this	  team	  reported	  
that	  they	  also	  met	  to	  grade	  the	  essays,	  which	  the	  English	  teacher	  on	  the	  team	  found	  
to	  be	  particularly	  enlightening.	  Using	  common	  language	  across	  disciplines	  was	  
another	  outcome	  of	  this	  training.	  One	  of	  the	  major	  commonalities	  was	  the	  use	  of	  
claim,	  evidence,	  reasoning	  (CER)	  language	  and	  thought	  processes	  described	  earlier.	  	  
In	  this	  interdisciplinary	  unit	  on	  food,	  when	  teachers	  met	  to	  jointly	  grade	  papers,	  the	  
English	  teacher	  commented,	  that	  “watching	  Cathy	  (pseudonym)	  grade	  science	  
papers	  for	  CER…made	  me	  much	  more	  efficient	  as	  a	  grader.”	  She	  felt	  that	  her	  grading	  
was	  less	  subjective	  and	  more	  targeted	  towards	  the	  language,	  structure	  and	  depth	  of	  
the	  writing	  after	  watching	  and	  learning	  from	  her	  science	  colleague.	  Thus,	  students	  
received	  more	  targeted	  comments	  on	  their	  essays	  that	  they	  could	  then	  use	  to	  revise	  
their	  writing.	  
The	  topic	  of	  this	  unit	  was	  conceived	  during	  inquiry	  time	  in	  year	  two,	  after	  the	  
cohort	  had	  visited	  two	  schools	  known	  for	  their	  interdisciplinary	  teaching	  and	  
learning.	  After	  extensive	  conversations	  with	  the	  faculty	  and	  administration	  in	  these	  




school	  visit,	  these	  teachers	  gained	  an	  understanding	  of	  how	  to	  find	  connections	  
between	  disciplines	  in	  both	  content	  and	  literacy,	  which	  became	  points	  of	  connection	  
in	  their	  unit	  planning.	  They	  started	  their	  unit	  planning	  with	  these	  connections	  and	  
then	  thought	  about	  what	  they	  wanted	  their	  students	  to	  know	  and	  be	  able	  to	  do	  in	  
the	  final	  unit	  assessment.	  Using	  this	  backward	  design	  method,	  (Wiggins	  &	  McTighe,	  
2005)	  teachers	  then	  infused	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies	  into	  their	  lesson	  
planning	  to	  support	  students	  in	  building	  the	  skills	  and	  understanding	  they	  wanted	  
students	  to	  show	  in	  their	  final	  writing	  assessment.	  Other	  interdisciplinary	  units	  
were	  developed	  as	  well,	  but	  the	  humanities	  teachers	  found	  this	  an	  easier	  task	  than	  
the	  math	  and	  science	  teachers	  for	  a	  variety	  of	  reasons.	  More	  interdisciplinary	  units	  
are	  planned	  moving	  forward.	  	  
The	  theory	  of	  action	  behind	  the	  professional	  development	  design	  of	  the	  
Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  was	  that	  if	  we	  encouraged	  teachers	  to	  work	  in	  literacy	  
learning	  communities	  around	  an	  inquiry	  question	  targeted	  at	  a	  particular	  student	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  challenge,	  combined	  with	  using	  the	  inquiry	  cycle	  to	  build	  
knowledge	  and	  pilot	  and	  refine	  solutions,	  that	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  
strategies	  targeted	  at	  this	  contextually	  specific	  student	  literacy	  learning	  challenge	  
would	  result.	  This	  has	  happened	  here.	  Through	  mutual	  engagement	  in	  the	  joint	  
enterprise	  of	  finding	  these	  disciplinary	  literacy	  solutions,	  and	  with	  the	  shared	  and	  
varied	  histories	  of	  engagement	  and	  collaboration,	  these	  teachers	  negotiated	  
meaning	  around	  their	  inquiry	  to	  produce	  intermediate	  and	  disciplinary	  




support	  interdisciplinary	  teaching	  and	  learning.	  There	  are	  numerous	  examples	  
where	  teachers	  have	  shifted	  their	  thinking	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  ways	  to	  enable	  them	  to	  
apprentice	  their	  students	  into	  the	  ways	  of	  thinking,	  reading	  and	  communicating	  in	  
the	  various	  disciplines.	  
	  
Finding	  Three:	  
The	  success	  of	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  led	  to	  school-­‐wide	  structural	  
change	  and	  cultural	  shift.	  
	  
School-­‐wide	  structural	  changes	  
During	  the	  spring	  of	  the	  2016-­‐2017	  the	  school	  leadership	  team	  reorganized	  
grade-­‐level	  teaching	  teams	  and	  department	  leadership.	  Teachers	  reported	  there	  had	  
been	  tension	  stemming	  from	  department	  heads	  not	  having	  had	  the	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  training	  within	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative.	  	  According	  to	  cohort	  two	  
teachers	  in	  particular,	  these	  leaders	  were	  either	  not	  willing	  to,	  or	  were	  not	  equipped	  
to	  collaborate	  in	  creating	  common	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies,	  
interventions	  and	  assessments.	  In	  addition,	  the	  department	  heads	  were	  charged	  
with	  conducting	  teacher	  evaluations.	  Teachers	  expressed	  particular	  concern	  
regarding	  the	  evaluation	  process.	  They	  mentioned	  there	  were	  department	  heads	  
evaluating	  teachers	  implementing	  new	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  
that	  they	  did	  not	  understand	  or	  appreciate,	  because	  they	  had	  not	  been	  through	  
either	  cohort.	  To	  illustrate	  this	  point,	  in	  my	  interview	  with	  a	  7th	  grade,	  cohort	  two	  




department;	  seven	  of	  us	  have	  been	  part	  of	  cohort	  one	  or	  two.	  The	  only	  one	  who	  
hasn’t	  is	  our	  department	  leader…who’s	  been	  our	  department	  leader	  since	  before	  I	  
was	  hired.	  She	  hired	  me	  19	  years	  ago.”	  He	  went	  on	  to	  explain	  the	  difficulty	  this	  
posed	  when	  she	  was	  evaluating	  him	  and	  did	  not	  understand	  his	  reason	  for	  taking	  
time	  for	  particular	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  that	  he	  knew	  would	  
enable	  students	  in	  his	  class	  to	  better	  access	  and	  understand	  the	  content.	  
In	  a	  follow-­‐up	  phone	  interview	  with	  the	  Assistant	  Principal,	  who	  had	  been	  
intimately	  involved	  with	  both	  cohorts,	  I	  learned	  that	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
initiative	  was	  behind	  this	  re-­‐organization.	  	  She	  explained	  that,	  “when	  designing	  new	  
teams,	  we	  tried	  to	  spread	  resources	  and	  have	  at	  least	  one	  person	  who	  had	  been	  
through	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  training	  on	  each	  team	  and	  ideally	  two,	  so	  that	  we	  
could	  continue	  the	  interdisciplinary	  work.	  We	  were	  able	  to	  have	  two	  people	  who	  
had	  been	  in	  one	  of	  the	  cohorts	  on	  six	  out	  of	  eight	  teams.”	  This	  change	  would	  allow	  
for	  use	  of	  team	  time	  once	  or	  twice	  per	  week	  for	  interdisciplinary	  curriculum	  
development	  and	  for	  further	  collaboration	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategy	  
development	  and	  implementation.	  
Another	  objective	  of	  this	  team	  reorganization	  was	  to	  build	  on	  the	  
collaborative	  relationships	  and	  skills	  developed	  and	  nurtured	  in	  the	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  training.	  According	  to	  this	  school	  leader,	  “In	  creating	  new	  teams,	  we	  were	  
hoping	  to	  create	  collaborative	  teams,	  so	  that	  collaboration	  would	  happen	  
organically.	  We	  had	  to	  place	  people	  strategically.”	  Factored	  into	  these	  decisions	  




together,	  so	  that	  teams	  would	  more	  naturally	  engage	  with	  one	  another	  around	  
problems	  of	  practice,	  as	  they	  had	  done	  in	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative.	  	  
School	  leadership	  also	  tried	  to	  fill	  department	  head	  positions	  with	  teachers	  
who	  had	  been	  involved	  in	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  (I	  use	  this	  term	  
interchangeably	  with	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  training).	  However,	  according	  to	  the	  
Assistant	  Principal,	  there	  were	  not	  enough	  cohort	  teachers	  willing	  to	  take	  on	  this	  
role.	  Not	  all	  new	  department	  heads	  have	  had	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  training,	  but	  
according	  to	  this	  member	  of	  the	  school	  leadership	  team,	  “they	  all	  are	  supportive	  of	  
change	  and	  have	  had	  some	  literacy	  training.”	  There	  is	  excitement	  around	  these	  
changes.	  During	  the	  same	  interview	  as	  above,	  this	  7th	  grade,	  cohort	  two	  teacher	  
went	  on	  to	  say,	  “We	  will	  now	  have	  a	  department	  leader	  who	  is	  interested	  in	  
engaging	  in	  this	  [disciplinary	  literacy]	  and	  wants	  to	  turn	  our	  department	  meetings	  
from	  what	  used	  to	  be,	  “Here	  are	  the	  announcements,	  and	  now	  seventh	  and	  eight	  
grade,	  break	  up	  and	  talk	  about	  projects	  you’re	  working	  on,	  to	  a	  department	  meeting	  
being,	  “Here,	  let’s	  everybody	  read	  this	  in	  advance	  of	  the	  department	  meeting.	  Let’s	  
everybody	  come	  in	  with	  an	  example	  of	  student	  work.	  Let’s	  take	  this	  book	  and	  each	  
month	  pick	  a	  chapter	  and	  we’ll	  have	  a	  conversation	  and	  [inaudible	  45:44]	  around	  
these	  things.”	  	  The	  hope	  is	  that	  these	  meetings	  will	  become	  more	  dialogic,	  more	  
collaborative,	  more	  focused	  on	  student	  learning	  challenges	  and,	  thus,	  more	  effective	  
in	  improving	  classroom	  instruction	  and	  curriculum.	  	  
The	  success	  of	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  has	  led	  to	  school	  structural	  




student	  learning	  and	  other	  challenges	  that	  will	  inevitably	  arise.	  Teachers	  in	  the	  
initiative	  have	  learned	  new	  ways	  to	  learn	  together	  that	  they	  find	  more	  effective	  and	  
satisfying.	  By	  strategically	  placing	  at	  least	  one	  and	  more	  typically	  two,	  cohort	  
members	  on	  each	  grade	  level	  team,	  there	  is	  a	  better	  chance	  this	  new	  culture	  of	  
collaborative	  inquiry	  will	  strengthen.	  The	  developing	  communities	  of	  practice	  
within	  both	  grade	  level	  teams	  and	  departments	  have	  the	  potential	  to	  learn	  together	  
to	  pilot	  and	  tailor	  a	  variety	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  other	  techniques	  to	  address	  
student	  challenges	  more	  broadly.	  	  Following	  this	  progression	  is	  another	  ripe	  area	  
for	  future	  research.	  
School	  Cultural	  Shifts	  
Teacher	  leadership	  has	  emerged	  
Even	  though	  teacher	  leadership	  was	  built	  into	  the	  structure	  of	  other,	  
successful	  disciplinary	  literacy	  professional	  learning	  projects	  built	  on	  this	  
framework	  (Ippolito,	  Dobbs,	  &	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  2014;	  Dobbs,	  Ippolito	  &	  Charner-­‐
Laird,	  2017),	  teacher	  leadership	  emerged	  here.	  This	  new	  finding	  is	  significant	  
because	  it	  suggests	  that	  the	  collaborative,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  inquiry	  process	  
within	  professional	  learning	  communities	  can	  actually	  produce	  teacher	  leaders	  if	  the	  
right	  school	  leadership	  and	  teacher	  dispositions	  are	  present.	  Cohort	  two	  teachers	  
reported	  in	  interviews	  and	  their	  focus	  group	  that	  cohort	  one	  became	  professional	  
development	  leaders	  and	  came	  to	  be	  seen	  by	  colleagues	  as	  teacher	  leaders	  during	  
the	  second	  year	  of	  their	  training.	  They	  were	  a	  group	  of	  teachers,	  according	  to	  the	  




teachers.	  She	  further	  described	  this	  group	  as	  “the	  folks	  who	  had	  a	  passion	  for	  
literacy…they	  knew	  there	  was	  a	  need	  and	  got	  right	  in	  there…	  They	  were	  able	  over	  
their	  two	  years	  during	  this	  work	  to	  spread	  the	  word.”	  	  This	  group	  not	  only	  had	  the	  
capacity	  to	  lead,	  they	  had	  the	  opportunity	  and	  support	  of	  school	  leadership	  to	  lead	  
as	  well.	  
During	  in-­‐house	  professional	  development,	  each	  cohort	  member	  conducted	  
mini-­‐sessions	  on	  the	  aspect	  of	  literacy	  they	  had	  been	  piloting	  and	  refining	  in	  their	  
classrooms.	  During	  the	  cohort	  two	  focus	  group,	  I	  learned	  that	  professional	  
development	  had	  an	  impact	  on	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  staff,	  particularly	  those	  that	  
volunteered	  for	  cohort	  two.	  One	  cohort	  two	  social	  studies	  teacher	  commented,	  	  
“I	  think	  it	  was	  great	  to	  see	  so	  much	  teacher-­‐led	  professional	  
development	  in	  terms	  of	  sharing	  out	  what	  teachers	  are	  doing	  in	  their	  
classroom	  …	  that	  the	  first	  cohort	  did....	  in	  some	  faculty	  meetings,	  in	  
some	  professional	  development.	  I	  think	  that’s	  a	  very	  empowering	  
experience	  as	  a	  new	  teacher	  to	  the	  building.	  It’s	  empowering	  to	  see	  
other	  teachers	  as	  leaders	  and	  as	  resources	  and	  then	  [see]	  yourself	  as	  
such,	  and	  [to	  have]	  permission	  to	  play	  around	  and	  experiment,	  [but]	  
still	  be	  worthy	  of	  expertise…you’re	  playing	  around	  with	  this.	  You’re	  
not	  an	  expert	  in	  anything.	  None	  of	  us	  are,	  but	  your	  experience	  is	  
worth	  sharing	  and	  in	  fact	  is	  necessary	  to	  share.	  I	  think	  in	  that	  way	  it’s	  
shaped	  how	  our	  school	  approaches	  professional	  learning	  and	  
encourages	  risk-­‐taking	  and	  validates	  risk-­‐taking.	  Not	  that	  everybody’s	  
on	  board	  yet,	  but	  I	  think	  that’s	  pretty	  empowering.	  
	  
At	  the	  time,	  this	  teacher	  was	  in	  her	  sixth	  year	  of	  teaching,	  but	  had	  been	  teaching	  at	  
the	  high	  school	  in	  this	  district.	  Thus,	  this	  was	  early	  in	  her	  tenure	  in	  the	  middle	  
school.	  She	  was	  inspired	  by	  what	  she	  termed	  “leadership”	  of	  these	  teachers.	  The	  
cohort	  one	  joint	  enterprise	  of	  piloting	  and	  refining	  new	  disciplinary	  literacy	  




cohort,	  who	  were	  inspired	  by	  their	  work.	  Participants	  in	  developing	  communities	  of	  
practice	  not	  only	  affect	  the	  direction	  of	  their	  work	  within	  the	  group,	  but	  they	  also	  
affect	  the	  work	  of	  the	  larger	  communities	  in	  which	  they	  operate	  (Wenger,	  1998).	  
The	  products	  of	  their	  shared	  repertoire	  were	  on	  display,	  as	  were	  their	  stories	  of	  how	  
they	  worked	  to	  come	  up	  with	  these	  new	  techniques.	  These	  teacher	  leaders	  were	  
now	  influencing	  the	  direction	  of	  instruction	  and	  how	  this	  instruction	  was	  developed	  
in	  this	  school.	  Through	  their	  mutual	  engagement,	  which	  was	  at	  this	  point	  more	  than	  
a	  year	  in	  duration,	  plus	  their	  joint	  enterprise	  and	  shared	  repertoire	  was	  filtering	  out	  
into	  the	  faculty	  at	  large.	  
	   This	  young	  teacher	  also	  was	  struck	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  even	  though	  these	  
presenting	  teachers	  were	  not	  “experts,”	  it	  was	  still	  appropriate	  for	  them	  to	  share	  
their	  experience	  and	  knowledge.	  This	  was	  key,	  as	  the	  process	  of	  instructional	  
strategy	  development	  was	  as	  important	  as	  the	  product	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  Because	  
of	  their	  inquiry	  stance,	  rather	  than	  thinking	  they	  had	  to	  become	  masters,	  cohort	  one	  
teachers	  were	  able	  to	  share	  their	  learning	  process,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  products	  or	  
reifications	  of	  this	  inquiry	  driven	  collaboration.	  “Practice	  is	  the	  shared	  history	  of	  
learning…it	  is	  an	  ongoing,	  social,	  interactional	  process”	  (Wenger,	  1998,	  p.	  102).	  This	  
group	  was	  sharing	  their	  process	  of	  learning	  as	  well	  as	  the	  products.	  
This	  developing	  community	  of	  practice	  was	  leading	  not	  only	  a	  
transformation	  of	  practice	  and	  instruction,	  they	  were	  beginning	  to	  change	  the	  
culture	  of	  the	  school	  to	  one	  where	  teachers	  were	  used	  to	  collaborating	  within	  grade	  




together	  to	  learn	  about	  how	  they	  might	  solve	  a	  disciplinary	  literacy	  problem	  of	  
practice	  and	  to	  work	  together	  through	  their	  inquiry	  process	  to	  refine	  these	  
techniques.	  This	  was	  school	  cultural	  change	  in	  process,	  which	  was	  changing	  the	  way	  
that	  teachers	  within	  the	  school	  learn.	  
	   Identity	  was	  also	  referred	  to	  in	  the	  above	  focus	  group	  interview	  excerpt.	  
Within	  developing	  communities	  of	  practice,	  participants	  enter	  with	  a	  particular	  
identity,	  which	  as	  the	  group	  coalesces,	  begins	  to	  change	  as	  new	  relationships	  form	  
and	  new	  meanings	  are	  negotiated	  (Wenger,	  1998).	  Identity	  reflects	  who	  we	  are.	  
Cohort	  one	  teachers	  had	  become	  leaders	  and	  were	  seen	  by	  others	  as	  such.	  In	  
addition,	  this	  young	  teacher	  saw	  herself	  as	  a	  leader.	  Through	  her	  participation	  in	  
cohort	  two,	  she	  had	  come	  to	  see	  herself	  as	  a	  leader	  who	  could	  spread	  the	  process	  
and	  product	  of	  her	  learning	  to	  others.	  Her	  identity	  as	  a	  teacher	  changed	  along	  with	  
her	  learning	  process.	  
This	  teacher-­‐led	  professional	  development	  was	  teacher	  leadership	  in	  action.	  
Teachers	  were	  leading	  colleagues	  by	  spreading	  their	  learning,	  skills,	  expertise,	  
language,	  and	  encouraging	  colleagues	  to	  give	  it	  a	  try.	  In	  fact,	  cohort	  one	  presenters	  
built	  activities	  into	  their	  presentations	  for	  teachers	  to	  practice	  during	  the	  
workshops,	  so	  that	  they	  might	  be	  more	  comfortable	  bringing	  the	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  instructional	  practice	  into	  their	  classroom.	  	  	  As	  evidenced	  by	  the	  above	  
excerpt,	  other	  teachers	  considered	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  as	  teacher	  leaders.	  At	  the	  
same	  time,	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  catalyzed	  a	  cultural	  shift	  not	  only	  in	  how	  




taking	  attitudes	  and	  actions.	  These	  are	  the	  attitudes	  and	  stance	  that	  lead	  to	  the	  kind	  
of	  innovation	  that	  creating	  context	  specific,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  
strategies	  demands	  (Dobbs,	  Ippolito	  &	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  2017).	  	  
In	  a	  follow-­‐up	  in-­‐house	  presentation	  on	  the	  topic	  of	  meaningful,	  student-­‐led	  
discussions,	  led	  by	  one	  cohort	  one	  and	  one	  cohort	  two	  teachers,	  the	  following	  two	  
questions	  were	  asked	  of	  the	  faculty	  they	  were	  presenting	  to:	  “What	  factors,	  other	  
than	  the	  ones	  in	  the	  rubric,	  are	  necessary	  for	  us	  to	  have	  meaningful	  conversations?”	  
and	  “What	  do	  we	  need	  to	  feel	  comfortable	  enough	  to	  go	  deeper	  and	  take	  risks	  with	  
one	  another	  [Italics	  and	  bolded	  letters	  in	  original	  text	  on	  the	  final	  slide	  of	  the	  
PowerPoint	  in	  Appendix	  B]?”	  Thus,	  these	  cohort	  teachers	  were	  leading	  other	  faculty	  
members	  outside	  the	  cohort	  to	  think	  about	  how	  meaningful	  conversations	  could	  be	  
part	  of	  their	  collaboration.	  They	  were	  also	  actively	  encouraging	  others	  to	  go	  deep	  
and	  take	  risks.	  This	  illustrates	  how	  cohort	  teachers	  were	  helping	  to	  spread	  the	  
collaborative	  skills	  they	  had	  learned	  in	  their	  training.	  They	  were	  also	  trying	  to	  
spread	  the	  risk-­‐taking	  attitude	  they	  had	  been	  supported	  to	  develop,	  not	  only	  within	  
the	  training,	  but	  also	  by	  school	  leadership.	  	  
Teacher	  leadership	  also	  emerged	  in	  what	  the	  group	  called	  a	  critical	  friends	  
group.	  (A	  critical	  friends	  group	  (CFG)	  is	  another	  term	  for	  an	  effective	  PLC	  that	  uses	  
discussion	  protocols	  to	  structure	  collaborative	  and	  reflective	  dialogue	  within	  the	  
group.	  I	  use	  the	  term	  CFG	  here,	  because	  this	  is	  the	  term	  the	  teachers	  used	  to	  refer	  to	  
this	  group).	  Interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  when	  cohort	  one	  finished	  




leadership	  work	  in	  the	  building,	  so	  they	  formed	  a	  critical	  friend	  group,	  which	  was	  
led	  by	  a	  cohort	  one	  teacher.	  As	  I	  was	  aware	  that	  the	  school	  and	  district	  historically	  
shied	  away	  from	  designated	  teacher	  leaders	  and	  had	  consciously	  decided	  not	  to	  
appoint	  teacher	  leaders	  to	  this	  project,	  I	  asked	  the	  school	  leader	  involved	  in	  this	  
work	  how	  this	  happened.	  When	  I	  probed	  the	  Assistant	  Principal,	  she	  told	  me	  that	  
she	  could	  not	  lead	  both	  the	  CFG	  and	  cohort	  two	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  so	  she	  asked	  
Margaret	  (pseudonym)	  to	  lead	  the	  CFG.	  “I	  trust	  her,	  and	  I	  trust	  the	  whole	  group.	  It’s	  
one	  of	  those	  groups	  that	  when	  they	  get	  together	  and	  they	  talk,	  something	  great	  is	  
gonna	  come	  out	  of	  it.”	  Through	  working	  closely	  with	  Margaret	  during	  the	  training,	  
this	  school	  administrative	  leader	  developed	  the	  level	  of	  trust	  needed	  in	  her,	  to	  give	  
her	  this	  task.	  	  She	  also	  mentioned	  that	  she	  thought	  Margaret	  was	  “a	  natural	  leader”	  
and	  that	  she	  had	  expressed	  interest	  in	  taking	  on	  this	  task	  as	  part	  of	  the	  
administrative	  training	  she	  was	  going	  through	  at	  the	  time.	  Thus,	  Margaret	  also	  had	  
the	  interest	  and	  capacity	  to	  take	  on	  this	  role.	  	  
This	  was	  the	  first	  time	  I	  know	  of	  that	  a	  teacher	  leader	  was	  designated	  in	  this	  
school.	  The	  reason	  it	  happened	  was	  complex.	  Margaret	  was	  a	  respected	  teacher,	  she	  
was	  going	  through	  an	  administrator-­‐training	  program,	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  was	  
short	  on	  time,	  but	  wanted	  to	  support	  the	  CFG,	  and	  she	  had	  trust	  in	  Margaret	  to	  do	  it.	  
Margaret	  also	  wanted	  to	  take	  on	  this	  role.	  The	  CFG	  is	  also	  an	  evolution	  of	  the	  
structures	  built	  into	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Institute.	  Because	  it	  is	  teacher-­‐led,	  it	  is	  
an	  example	  of	  a	  professional	  learning	  community	  that	  has	  evolved	  into	  a	  true	  




transformation	  (Wenger,	  1998).	  
Other	  teachers	  who	  participated	  in	  the	  CFG	  spoke	  about	  how	  they	  value	  
Margaret’s	  leadership.	  A	  cohort	  one	  teacher	  commented,	  “I	  like	  that	  there’s	  a	  
teacher	  leader	  [of	  the	  CFG]…she’s	  doing	  the	  work	  in	  her	  classroom.	  She	  also	  comes	  
from	  the	  English	  background	  and	  now	  she’s	  a	  special	  educator.	  I	  think	  she	  has	  a	  lot	  
to	  offer	  from	  those	  two	  perspectives.	  I	  like	  that	  it’s	  somebody	  doing	  the	  work…It	  just	  
makes	  a	  difference	  that	  the	  person	  leading	  is	  doing	  the	  work	  with	  kids.”	  	  
Margaret	  had	  been	  an	  English	  Language	  Arts	  teacher	  in	  this	  school	  for	  eleven	  
years;	  however,	  she	  had	  become	  a	  special	  education	  teacher	  within	  the	  last	  year.	  
Teacher	  leaders	  gain	  legitimacy	  through	  the	  respect	  their	  colleagues	  have	  for	  them	  
due	  to	  their	  reputations	  as	  highly	  effective	  teachers	  (i.e.	  York-­‐Barr	  &	  Duke,	  2004;	  
Danielson,	  2006).	  	  Margaret’s	  colleagues	  respected	  her	  as	  a	  teacher	  and	  they	  
sanctioned	  her	  as	  the	  leader	  of	  this	  group	  because	  of	  her	  competence	  as	  a	  teacher	  in	  
her	  on-­‐the-­‐ground	  work	  with	  students.	  
Margaret	  now	  also	  sees	  herself	  as	  a	  teacher	  leader.	  During	  my	  interview	  with	  
her,	  I	  asked	  her	  whether	  or	  not	  her	  identity	  had	  shifted	  as	  a	  teacher,	  as	  a	  result	  of	  
this	  experience:	  	  “I	  do	  think	  I	  have	  a	  little	  bit	  of	  a	  teacher	  leader	  role	  that	  I	  don’t	  
think	  I	  had	  three	  for	  four	  years	  ago.	  That’s	  grown.”	  Through	  her	  participation	  in	  
cohort	  one	  and	  as	  the	  leader	  and	  coordinator	  of	  the	  CFG,	  Margaret’s	  professional	  
identity	  was	  evolving	  into	  one	  of	  teacher	  as	  leader.	  This	  identity	  shift	  was	  a	  product	  
of	  her	  sustained	  mutual	  engagement	  with	  colleagues	  in	  her	  various	  capacities	  and	  




teacher	  leader	  role	  as	  professional	  developer	  (Cochran-­‐Smith	  &	  Stern,	  2015),	  and	  
now	  as	  leader	  of	  the	  CFG.	  Thus,	  the	  current	  CFG	  has	  become	  a	  true	  community	  of	  
practice.	  It	  now	  has	  the	  missing	  element	  of	  the	  inquiry	  teams	  described	  in	  finding	  
one.	  The	  CFG	  is	  teacher	  led	  and	  has	  cohered	  into	  a	  true	  community	  of	  practice,	  which	  
Wenger	  (1998)	  claims	  has	  the	  capacity	  to	  lead	  transformational	  change	  (pp.	  214-­‐
221).	  	  
Teachers	  within	  the	  CFG	  have	  also	  taken	  on	  a	  leadership	  role	  in	  educating	  
school	  leadership	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy,	  in	  order	  to	  prepare	  them	  for	  their	  new	  
role	  as	  teacher	  evaluators.	  Interview	  and	  focus	  group	  data	  reveal	  that	  department	  
heads	  used	  to	  evaluate	  teachers.	  This	  responsibility	  moved	  to	  the	  school	  
administration	  starting	  in	  the	  2017-­‐2018	  school	  year.	  Teachers	  reported	  that	  the	  
CFG	  had	  taken	  on	  the	  role	  of	  educating	  members	  of	  the	  administration	  team	  who	  
had	  not	  experienced	  disciplinary	  literacy	  training,	  because	  they	  wanted	  their	  
evaluators	  to	  understand	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  moves	  they	  would	  
see	  in	  many	  classrooms	  throughout	  the	  building.	  The	  following	  interview	  excerpt	  
with	  a	  CFG	  member	  and	  cohort	  one	  teacher	  illustrates	  this	  action	  and	  concern:	  
	   We’ve	  been	  putting	  together	  literacy	  resources,	  which	  are	  lessons	  that	  
we’ve	  done	  that	  we	  think	  are	  good	  resources,	  almost	  like	  a	  literacy	  
tool	  kit.	  Our	  school	  is	  in	  a	  position	  where	  next	  year	  there’s	  been	  a	  
change	  in	  the	  model	  that	  we’re	  using	  for	  teacher	  evaluation,	  where	  
instead	  of	  a	  member	  of	  a	  department	  being	  the	  evaluator,	  it’s	  now	  
going	  to	  be	  an	  administrator	  who’s	  the	  teacher	  evaluator.	  
	  
	   	  The	  goal	  is	  to	  help	  the	  administrators	  think	  about	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  in	  their	  evaluation	  of	  teachers,	  because	  there’s	  some	  
nervousness	  around	  this:	  that	  someone	  who	  is	  not	  an	  expert	  in	  




Thus,	  this	  group	  of	  collaborative,	  teacher	  leaders	  has	  taken	  on	  the	  role	  of	  educating	  
building	  leadership	  in	  a	  way	  that	  will	  affect	  the	  entire	  faculty.	  They	  are	  improving	  
this	  school.	  
Teacher	  leadership	  has	  the	  capacity	  to	  expand	  in	  this	  school.	  Being	  the	  
researcher	  and	  also	  the	  consultant	  can	  produce	  bias	  in	  data.	  However,	  it	  also	  has	  its	  
benefits,	  as	  this	  researcher	  knows	  the	  participants	  in	  a	  way	  I	  would	  not	  be	  able	  to,	  
had	  I	  not	  worked	  with	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  for	  a	  year	  as	  a	  consultant.	  Because	  I	  have	  
seen	  these	  teachers	  in	  multiple	  situations	  and	  have	  been	  privy	  to	  many	  
conversations	  and	  cohort	  debates,	  I	  feel	  confident	  that	  I	  have	  the	  knowledge	  and	  
judgment	  to	  make	  the	  following	  statement:	  	  Although	  cohort	  two	  had	  not	  had	  the	  
chance	  to	  become	  building	  leaders	  yet,	  in	  the	  same	  way	  that	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  
had,	  there	  were	  teachers	  in	  this	  cohort	  that	  do	  have	  leadership	  potential.	  They	  
demonstrated	  it	  within	  meetings,	  school	  visits,	  interviews	  and	  their	  leadership	  of	  
other	  school-­‐wide	  initiatives,	  which	  was	  made	  possible	  through	  the	  confidence	  and	  
collaborative	  skills	  built	  within	  this	  literacy	  initiative.	  Vicki	  (pseudonym),	  a	  young,	  
cohort	  two	  social	  studies	  teacher,	  had	  taken	  on	  a	  leadership	  role	  in	  the	  Equity	  
initiative,	  which	  was	  ongoing	  at	  the	  time	  of	  data	  collection	  (described	  in	  the	  next	  
section).	  	  In	  addition,	  she	  was	  going	  through	  formal	  leadership	  training	  outside	  of	  
this	  school	  system,	  as	  part	  of	  her	  professional	  development.	  There	  are	  others	  in	  this	  
cohort	  as	  well,	  if	  given	  the	  opportunity	  and	  training,	  have	  the	  potential	  to	  become	  
teacher	  leaders	  on	  the	  faculty.	  As	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  are,	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  are	  




have	  the	  capacity	  to	  become	  building	  leaders	  who	  can	  continue	  the	  work	  of	  making	  
this	  school	  a	  collaborative	  learning	  organization,	  where	  multiple	  communities	  of	  
practice	  can	  learn	  and	  interact	  together	  to	  find	  or	  create	  solutions	  to	  any	  student	  
challenge	  or	  problem	  of	  practice	  that	  arises	  in	  the	  future.	  
Collaborative	  relationships	  and	  skills	  and	  teacher	  leadership	  skills	  
have	  transferred	  to	  other	  school-­‐wide	  challenges	  
As	  with	  many	  school	  systems	  around	  the	  country,	  interview	  and	  focus	  group	  
data	  reveal	  that	  this	  system	  has	  challenges	  that	  involve	  gender,	  race,	  ethnicity	  and	  
sexual	  orientation.	  Consequently,	  there	  was	  an	  increasing	  need	  to	  provide	  training	  
and	  leadership	  development	  around	  these	  issues,	  so	  that	  teachers	  could	  implement	  
programs	  and	  instruction	  that	  address	  these	  challenges.	  New	  movements,	  such	  as	  
the	  Equity	  Initiative,	  sprung	  up	  during	  the	  2016-­‐2017	  school	  year	  to	  address	  these	  
matters.	  Virtually	  all	  teachers	  involved	  in	  the	  Equity	  initiative,	  which	  is	  leading	  
change	  in	  the	  school,	  have	  been	  involved	  in	  the	  literacy	  initiative	  and	  have	  become	  
leaders	  in	  this	  capacity	  as	  well.	  The	  same	  teachers	  who	  have	  built	  collaborative	  
relationships	  and	  teacher	  leadership	  skills	  as	  a	  result	  of	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
initiative	  are	  leading	  these	  next	  projects.	  	  
The	  new	  English	  Language	  Learner	  (ELL)	  population	  is	  another	  challenge	  in	  
this	  school.	  During	  my	  interview	  with	  Ginny	  (pseudonym),	  one	  of	  the	  Cohort	  One	  
Academic	  Support	  (ASC)	  Teachers,	  I	  learned	  about	  another	  new	  initiative	  underway	  
to	  better	  support	  the	  more	  needy	  ELL	  population	  of	  students	  who	  have	  come	  into	  




historically	  been	  Asian	  and	  from	  well-­‐educated	  households	  with	  high	  literacy	  in	  
their	  first	  language.	  These	  ELL	  students	  are	  from	  families	  with	  low	  literacy	  in	  their	  
first	  language	  and	  thus	  struggle	  a	  great	  deal	  in	  this	  high	  performing	  school	  system.	  
They	  are	  from	  families	  that	  have	  been	  relocated	  “because	  of	  a	  particular	  refugee	  
asylum	  program.”	  	  To	  elaborate	  further,	  	  
Some	  of	  them	  come	  in	  with	  very	  limited	  English	  and	  very	  limited	  
skills…We	  have	  a	  number	  of	  kids	  this	  year	  who	  need	  something	  
special.	  The	  boy	  that	  I	  am	  going	  to	  talk	  about	  tomorrow	  [in	  a	  meeting	  
with	  district	  leaders]	  is	  an	  incredibly	  smart	  boy.	  He’s	  also	  an	  ELL	  
student;	  but	  he	  doesn’t	  read	  well	  in	  any	  language,	  not	  just	  English.	  
There	  is	  a	  reading	  issue.	  He	  is	  incredibly	  bright.	  He	  is	  verbal.	  He	  has	  
amazing	  visual/special	  skills.	  He	  doesn’t	  read	  (Cohort	  one	  ASC	  
teacher).	  	  	  
	  
To	  address	  this	  issue,	  the	  ELL	  Academic	  Support	  Summer	  Project	  was	  
underway	  at	  the	  time	  of	  data	  collection,	  which	  stems	  from	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  
Initiative.	  According	  to	  this	  Cohort	  One	  ASC	  teacher:	  
I	  know	  that	  we’re	  doing	  the	  ELL	  academic	  support	  summer	  project,	  
which	  is	  probably	  going	  to	  extend	  far	  beyond	  the	  summer,	  which	  is	  
getting	  more	  accessible	  texts	  and	  creating	  resources	  for	  teachers,	  
materials	  that	  students	  can	  use,	  organizers,	  things	  like	  that…It	  started	  
with	  the	  idea	  of	  we	  need	  more	  stuff	  for	  ELL	  students.	  	  
	  
	   It’s	  kind	  of	  branched	  out	  now	  [to	  include]	  any	  student	  in	  the	  ASC	  or	  
any	  student	  at	  all	  who	  needs	  a	  different	  approach	  to	  access	  a	  text,	  or	  
something	  similar.	  That’s	  one	  thing	  that	  we’re	  going	  to	  be	  doing	  that	  is	  
probably	  an	  offshoot	  of	  what	  we	  started	  here	  [Literacy	  Leadership	  
Initiative].	  
	  
The	  team	  of	  teachers	  engaged	  in	  the	  above	  project	  is	  comprised	  of	  two	  ASC	  teachers	  
and	  a	  reading	  specialist,	  who	  were	  all	  members	  of	  Cohort	  One.	  They	  will	  be	  




teacher,	  in	  order	  to	  build	  text	  sets	  that	  supplement	  the	  regular	  selection	  of	  texts,	  in	  
order	  to	  broaden	  the	  access	  points,	  particularly	  for	  students	  who	  struggle.	  	  
As	  evidenced	  by	  these	  new	  initiatives	  described	  above,	  the	  skills	  and	  
relationships	  that	  have	  enabled	  teacher	  collaboration	  around	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
are	  transferring	  to	  other,	  broad	  school	  and	  district	  challenges.	  Thus,	  the	  
collaborative	  relationships	  built,	  the	  inquiry	  stance	  and	  skills	  developed,	  and	  the	  
teacher	  leadership	  skills	  that	  have	  emerged,	  have	  interacted	  to	  position	  both	  faculty	  
and	  school	  leadership	  to	  more	  effectively	  build	  knowledge	  together,	  in	  order	  to	  
solve	  other	  future	  challenges.	  	  Also	  significant	  and	  new	  in	  these	  findings	  is	  that	  this	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  inquiry	  process	  can	  produce	  the	  teacher	  leadership	  skills,	  if	  the	  
right	  contextual	  factors	  are	  present,	  that	  can	  drive	  positive	  school	  change	  (i.e.	  
Danielson,	  2006;	  Goddard	  et	  al.,	  2007;	  Renee	  Center	  for	  Education	  &	  Policy	  
Research,	  2014;	  York-­‐Barr	  &	  Duke,	  2004).	  




CHAPTER	  FIVE:	  	  DISCUSSION	  
When	  collaborative	  professional	  learning	  structures	  drive	  instructional	  
change	  
The	  goal	  of	  this	  study	  was	  to	  understand	  teacher	  perception	  of	  their	  growth	  
as	  practitioners	  and	  colleagues	  within	  a	  multi-­‐year,	  professional	  learning	  design	  
that	  supported	  collaborative	  inquiry	  into	  disciplinary	  literacy.	  Specifically,	  I	  sought	  
to	  learn	  how	  teachers	  experienced	  professional	  learning	  structures	  designed	  into	  
the	  training.	  I	  also	  aimed	  to	  learn	  what,	  if	  any,	  instructional	  change	  occurred	  from	  
their	  learning.	  Finally,	  I	  sought	  to	  discern	  what,	  if	  any,	  changes	  occurred	  in	  how	  
teachers	  approach	  their	  professional	  learning.	  Aligned	  with	  prior	  research,	  my	  
findings	  suggest	  that	  collaborative	  learning	  structures	  are	  associated	  with	  changes	  
in	  teacher	  practice.	  	  
This	  study	  has	  extended	  prior	  findings	  along	  a	  two	  avenues.	  First,	  findings	  
here	  suggest	  that	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  occurs	  at	  the	  middle	  
school	  level	  along	  a	  continuum	  of	  intermediate	  to	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies.	  
This	  gives	  us	  a	  window	  into	  how	  teachers	  of	  middle	  school	  students	  come	  to	  learn	  
about,	  adopt	  and	  adapt	  (Gilles,	  2014)	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  practices	  
through	  their	  inquiry.	  We	  know	  very	  little	  about	  this	  process,	  as	  well	  as	  how	  
teachers	  actually	  learn	  to	  collaborate	  (Fahey	  &	  Ippolito,	  2015),	  in	  order	  to	  produce	  
such	  changes	  in	  their	  practice.	  	  The	  intermediate	  and	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
instructional	  change	  here	  has	  heightened	  student	  engagement,	  confidence	  and	  




Second	  and	  more	  broad	  in	  scope,	  this	  study	  has	  expanded	  our	  knowledge	  
about	  the	  capacity	  of	  this	  work	  to	  change	  school	  culture	  in	  ways	  that	  transform	  how	  
teachers	  learn	  and	  work	  together	  within	  a	  school.	  Findings	  here	  suggest	  that	  it	  takes	  
the	  interaction	  of	  the	  right	  professional	  learning	  structures,	  teacher	  dispositions	  and	  
school	  leadership	  factors	  to	  produce	  the	  transformative	  change	  that	  has	  occurred	  in	  
this	  school.	  Prior	  research	  suggested	  that	  the	  combination	  of	  teacher-­‐led,	  
collaborative	  learning	  teams,	  plus	  school	  leadership	  that	  supports	  collaboration	  can	  
result	  in	  gains	  in	  student	  achievement	  (i.e.,	  Breidenstein	  et	  al.,	  2012;	  Bryk,	  2010;	  
DuFour,	  1998;	  Guskey	  &	  Yoon,	  2009;	  McLaughlin	  &	  Talbert,	  2006;	  Talbert,	  2010)	  
This	  literature	  provided	  justification	  for	  this	  study.	  New	  findings	  from	  this	  study	  
suggest	  that	  the	  combination	  of	  collaborative,	  inquiry-­‐driven	  learning	  teams	  focused	  
in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  student	  learning	  challenges,	  with	  adaptive	  and	  risk-­‐
taking	  mindsets,	  working	  in	  a	  setting	  where	  school	  leadership	  supports	  and	  
encourages	  teacher	  collaboration,	  teacher	  leadership,	  adaptive	  thinking	  and	  risk	  
taking,	  can	  result	  not	  only	  in	  pervasive	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  
along	  a	  continuum,	  but	  it	  can	  also	  produce	  school	  structural	  and	  cultural	  change	  as	  
well,	  including	  teacher	  leadership	  and	  true	  communities	  of	  practice.	  This	  is	  a	  
powerful,	  new	  finding	  that	  suggest	  avenues	  for	  future	  research.	  
The	  focus	  here	  on	  building	  disciplinary	  literacy	  understanding	  and	  the	  
associated	  instructional	  change	  via	  collaborative	  and	  inquiry	  based	  learning	  within	  
professional	  learning	  communities	  is	  also	  new.	  The	  professional	  learning	  




the	  best	  of	  what	  we	  know	  about	  both	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  professional	  learning	  
and	  is	  a	  new	  direction	  in	  finding	  ways	  to	  build	  teacher	  capacity	  in	  disciplinary	  
literacy.	  	  
In	  the	  final	  sections	  of	  this	  report,	  I	  interpret	  my	  findings	  within	  the	  
community	  of	  practice	  framework	  (Wenger,	  1998)	  and	  in	  light	  of	  prior	  research.	  I	  
then	  discuss	  the	  implications	  for	  other	  similar	  school	  districts	  and	  schools	  and	  
propose	  areas	  for	  further	  research.	  
When	  inquiry-­‐driven	  collaboration	  changes	  teacher	  thinking	  
Findings	  from	  participants’	  experience	  in	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  
in	  the	  Riveredge	  Junior	  High	  School	  suggest	  that	  their	  collaborative	  inquiry	  learning,	  
in	  both	  inquiry	  groups	  and	  within	  the	  larger	  cohort,	  changed	  the	  way	  teachers	  think	  
about	  their	  instructional	  practice.	  	  My	  data	  analysis	  suggests	  that	  this	  collaborative	  
inquiry	  experience,	  combined	  with	  the	  right	  teacher	  dispositions	  and	  school	  
leadership	  factors	  interacted	  to	  produce	  significant	  intermediate	  and	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  instructional	  change	  throughout	  the	  building.	  It	  was	  the	  interaction	  of	  these	  
three	  factors	  that	  allowed	  inquiry	  groups	  and	  the	  larger	  cohort	  to	  begin	  their	  
evolution	  towards	  communities	  of	  practice.	  What	  was	  referred	  to	  within	  the	  school	  
as	  a	  critical	  friends	  group,	  a	  type	  of	  professional	  learning	  community,	  which	  began	  
after	  the	  training	  of	  the	  first	  cohort	  ended,	  became	  a	  true	  community	  of	  practice	  
(Wenger,	  1998)	  with	  the	  addition	  and	  further	  development	  of	  teacher	  leadership.	  
This	  is	  important	  because	  communities	  of	  practice,	  when	  they	  work	  well,	  can	  drive	  




	   Three	  dimensions	  define	  a	  coherent	  community	  of	  practice:	  	  mutual	  
engagement,	  joint	  enterprise	  and	  a	  shared	  history	  of	  engagement	  or	  shared	  
repertoire	  (Wenger,	  1998).	  Within	  cohorts,	  teachers	  chose	  their	  inquiry	  group	  
members	  to	  work	  with.	  This	  choice	  was	  based	  in	  a	  mutual	  interest	  in	  learning	  about	  
a	  particular	  aspect	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  that	  challenged	  current	  students	  in	  their	  
classrooms.	  Through	  the	  process	  and	  stance	  of	  inquiry,	  which	  was	  introduced	  and	  
guided	  by	  consultants,	  these	  groups	  learned	  to	  work	  together	  over	  time.	  They	  
learned	  enough	  about	  their	  topic	  of	  interest	  together,	  to	  adopt,	  adapt	  and	  refine	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies.	  Their	  classrooms	  became	  action	  
research	  sites	  where	  teachers	  would	  enact	  a	  new	  strategy,	  see	  how	  it	  worked	  with	  
their	  students,	  and	  use	  this	  information,	  plus	  the	  dialogic	  and	  reflective	  feedback	  
from	  group	  members,	  to	  refine	  the	  practice.	  Through	  learning	  walks	  and	  reflective	  
dialogue	  within	  inquiry	  groups,	  cohort	  colleagues	  could	  see	  these	  new	  strategies	  in	  
action	  with	  students.	  Thus,	  teachers	  mutually	  engaged	  in	  a	  joint	  enterprise	  of	  their	  
choice.	  Over	  time,	  this	  led	  to	  a	  shared	  body	  of	  knowledge	  and	  shared	  repertoire,	  or	  
shared	  history,	  in	  the	  pursuit	  of	  this	  knowledge	  and	  the	  negotiation	  of	  its	  meaning.	  	  
Teachers	  learned	  new	  ways	  to	  learn	  together	  in	  this	  professional	  disciplinary	  
literacy-­‐learning	  project.	  They	  built	  what	  became	  strong,	  collaborative	  
relationships,	  which	  have	  been	  sustained	  through	  their	  current	  work	  in	  the	  critical	  
friends	  group.	  The	  relationships	  formed,	  the	  inquiry	  skills	  learned,	  and	  the	  shared	  
history	  teachers	  developed	  through	  their	  struggles,	  trials,	  errors,	  and	  successes	  has	  




access,	  engagement,	  self-­‐confidence,	  and	  learning	  in	  the	  content	  areas.	  	  This	  
combination	  of	  job-­‐imbedded,	  collaborative	  and	  inquiry	  driven	  professional	  
learning	  shows	  promise	  in	  raising	  student	  achievement,	  which	  needs	  to	  be	  the	  focus	  
of	  future	  study.	  However,	  we	  have	  a	  strong	  body	  of	  research	  that	  points	  to	  the	  
efficacy	  of	  this	  professional	  learning	  design	  in	  raising	  student	  achievement	  (i.e.,	  
Breidenstein	  et	  al.,	  2012;	  DuFour,	  1998;	  Guskey	  &	  Yoon,	  2009;	  McLaughlin	  &	  
Talbert,	  2006;	  Talbert,	  2010).	  
	   There	  are	  some	  lessons	  to	  be	  learned	  from	  this	  study.	  A	  number	  of	  teachers	  
reported	  feeling	  frustrated	  in	  their	  inquiry	  groups	  largely	  because	  they	  struggled	  for	  
a	  few	  months	  to	  find	  direction	  and	  to	  come	  up	  with	  an	  inquiry	  question	  that	  was	  
broad	  enough,	  yet	  targeted	  enough	  to	  properly	  frame	  their	  research.	  Missing	  from	  
Wenger’s	  (1998)	  description	  of	  an	  effective	  community	  of	  practice	  was	  a	  member	  of	  
the	  team	  to	  coordinate	  and	  lead	  the	  group	  inquiry.	  Had	  such	  a	  person	  been	  jointly	  
selected	  early	  in	  the	  process,	  perhaps	  these	  groups	  would	  have	  more	  efficiently	  and	  
effectively	  coalesced	  as	  other	  scholars	  of	  this	  process	  have	  found	  in	  another	  district	  
(Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2014;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  Other,	  similar	  schools	  and	  districts	  can	  
learn	  from	  this	  implementation.	  This	  topic	  will	  be	  more	  fully	  discussed	  in	  the	  next	  
and	  final	  chapter	  of	  this	  report.	  
When	  contextual	  factors	  help	  spread	  instructional	  change	  driven	  by	  
collaborative	  inquiry	  teams	  	  
As	  illustrated	  in	  the	  findings,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  




occurred	  in	  classrooms	  across	  disciplines,	  within	  disciplines	  and	  across	  grade	  levels.	  
Further,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  became	  a	  connection	  point	  to	  support	  interdisciplinary	  
teaching	  and	  learning.	  Evidence	  is	  firm	  that	  the	  collaborative	  and	  inquiry	  oriented	  
professional	  learning	  structures	  introduced	  and	  guided	  by	  university	  consultants	  
produced	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  change	  within	  the	  classrooms	  of	  cohort	  
teachers.	  But	  it	  was	  the	  interaction	  of	  these	  collaborative	  professional	  structures	  
with	  contextual	  forces	  that	  propelled	  these	  instructional	  changes	  beyond	  the	  
cohorts.	  
School	  leadership	  vision	  and	  support	  was	  a	  key	  lever	  in	  the	  spread	  of	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  practices.	  They	  supported	  the	  development	  of	  
these	  learning	  communities	  and	  provided	  participants	  the	  opportunities	  to	  more	  
fully	  develop	  their	  practice	  and	  their	  capacities	  as	  teacher	  leaders.	  Teacher	  
dispositions	  and	  capacities	  plus	  the	  support	  of	  and	  opportunities	  provided	  by	  the	  
administration	  propelled	  new	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  outside	  
of	  the	  two	  cohorts.	  Thus,	  school	  leadership	  created	  the	  broader	  contextual	  climate	  
for	  these	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  to	  have	  a	  broader	  impact	  and	  
it	  created	  the	  climate	  to	  allow	  teacher	  leadership	  to	  organically	  emerge.	  	  
Many	  professional	  fields	  outside	  education	  have	  recognized	  that	  teams	  of	  
professionals	  are	  more	  effective	  than	  individuals	  can	  be	  in	  isolation	  in	  solving	  
problems	  and	  in	  creating	  solutions.	  Many	  business	  scholars	  and	  leaders	  have	  
determined	  that	  organizations	  either	  thrive	  or	  fail,	  based	  on	  their	  ability	  to	  work	  




solve	  new	  problems	  (Collins,	  2001;	  Edmonson,	  2012;	  Heifetz	  et	  al.,	  2009).	  Similarly,	  
leading	  educational	  scholars	  and	  practitioners	  have	  found	  that	  schools	  which	  
function	  as	  collaborative	  learning	  organizations,	  are	  more	  conducive	  to	  student	  
success	  (i.e.	  Darling	  Hammond,	  2009;	  Goddard	  et	  al.,	  2007;	  Leana,	  2011;	  Risko	  &	  
Vogt,	  2016).	  	  Effective	  leaders	  set	  up	  organizations	  to	  run	  effectively	  when	  they	  
leave	  (Collins,	  2001).	  By	  encouraging	  inquiry	  oriented	  professional	  learning	  
communities	  and	  teacher	  leadership	  development,	  these	  school	  leaders	  have	  set	  up	  
Riveredge	  Junior	  High	  to	  function	  well	  after	  they	  move	  on.	  
The	  combination	  of	  professional	  learning	  structures,	  introduced	  into	  a	  
context	  that	  allowed	  the	  fruits	  of	  these	  structures	  to	  flourish	  made	  all	  the	  difference.	  	  
Organizational	  trust	  grew	  through	  this	  initiative,	  which	  greased	  the	  wheels	  for	  
collaboration	  to	  grow	  and	  new	  instruction	  to	  spread.	  Where	  there	  is	  trust	  between	  
professionals	  at	  various	  levels	  in	  a	  school,	  a	  safe	  space	  for	  teachers	  and	  school	  
leadership	  to	  try	  new	  practices	  is	  created	  (i.e.	  Bryk	  &	  Schneider,	  2003;	  Cosner,	  
2009).	  This	  happened	  here.	  Trust	  formed	  the	  connective	  tissue	  to	  allow	  teachers	  to	  
collaboratively	  inquire	  into	  disciplinary	  literacy,	  in	  order	  to	  pilot	  and	  tailor	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategies	  to	  fit	  their	  classroom	  environments.	  
Leadership	  vision	  and	  trust	  in	  their	  faculty	  gave	  wings	  to	  these	  practices	  to	  spread	  
to	  the	  wider	  faculty	  community.	  Thus,	  the	  right	  collaborative	  professional	  learning	  
structures	  introduced	  when	  a	  school	  has	  the	  right	  contextual	  factors	  in	  place,	  can	  




There	  was	  another	  factor	  that	  helped	  this	  initiative	  to	  be	  as	  successful	  as	  it	  
was.	  The	  Assistant	  Principal	  also	  functioned	  as	  a	  highly	  effective	  liaison	  between	  
cohort	  members	  and	  university	  consultants	  in	  planning	  effective	  professional	  
release	  day	  workshops,	  which	  scholars	  who	  work	  in	  this	  area	  suggest	  is	  a	  key	  factor	  
in	  moving	  this	  kind	  of	  collaborative	  inquiry-­‐based	  professional	  learning	  forward	  
(i.e.	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017;	  Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2014)	  and	  which	  Wenger	  (1998)	  suggests	  is	  
necessary	  to	  an	  effective	  community	  of	  practice	  that	  can	  drive	  transformational	  
change.	  As	  I	  was	  the	  person	  she	  coordinated	  with	  in	  the	  fourth	  year	  of	  training,	  I	  can	  
attest	  to	  the	  importance	  of	  this	  role.	  I	  needed	  to	  know	  and	  understand	  faculty	  needs	  
and	  wants.	  I	  also	  needed	  to	  know	  enough	  about	  the	  context	  to	  tailor	  an	  effective	  
professional	  development	  experience.	  The	  Assistant	  Principal	  needed	  to	  have	  a	  
trusting	  and	  knowing	  relationship	  with	  her	  staff	  in	  order	  to	  obtain	  and	  
communicate	  the	  right	  information,	  including	  critical	  nuances	  related	  to	  the	  
situation.	  	  
All	  in	  all,	  this	  school	  leader	  played	  a	  critical	  role	  in	  the	  success	  of	  this	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  initiative.	  She	  was	  an	  effective	  leader.	  She,	  in	  conjunction	  with	  
university	  consultants,	  was	  able	  to	  rally	  faculty	  to	  address	  student	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  challenges	  in	  ways	  that	  developed	  collaborative	  relationships	  around	  
learning	  to	  address	  student	  challenges.	  In	  conjunction	  with	  other	  school	  leaders	  and	  
university	  consultants,	  she	  was	  also	  able	  to	  develop	  more	  effective	  and	  distributed	  





When	  collaborative	  professional	  learning	  structures	  focused	  in	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  can	  affect	  school-­‐wide	  structural	  and	  cultural	  change	  
Teacher	  Leadership	  
“Teacher	  leaders	  as	  professional	  developers”	  
It	  is	  significant	  and	  new	  that	  teacher	  leadership	  has	  evolved	  in	  this	  school,	  
despite	  conscious	  district	  and	  school	  decisions	  not	  to	  designate	  teacher	  leaders	  for	  
this	  literacy	  initiative.	  University	  consultants	  recommended	  including	  teacher	  
leadership	  as	  a	  structure	  in	  the	  design	  of	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative.	  District	  
and	  school	  leaders	  decided	  not	  to	  include	  it.	  The	  designers	  of	  this	  training	  are	  
consultants	  and	  university	  researchers	  with	  years	  of	  experience	  working	  in	  
secondary	  schools,	  with	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  teachers,	  to	  develop	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
capacity.	  	  They	  developed	  the	  multi-­‐step,	  multi-­‐year,	  professional	  learning	  
framework	  used	  here,	  to	  help	  districts	  prepare	  and	  conduct	  the	  kind	  of	  professional	  
development	  that	  was	  done	  in	  this	  school	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  These	  consultants	  
and	  researchers	  have	  identified	  and	  supported	  three	  “flexible	  professional	  learning	  
structures”	  that	  form	  the	  “backbone”	  of	  this	  framework.	  These	  three	  structures	  are	  
professional	  learning	  communities	  (PLCs),	  inquiry	  as	  the	  learning	  and	  reflective	  
vehicle	  within	  PLCs,	  and	  teacher	  leadership	  to	  facilitate	  and	  guide	  the	  collaborative	  
inquiry	  work	  done	  within	  the	  learning	  communities.	  The	  training	  in	  this	  initiative	  
was	  conducted	  without	  designated	  teacher	  leaders.	  A	  key	  finding	  of	  this	  study	  is	  that	  
the	  process	  of	  teachers	  learning	  to	  collaborate,	  using	  cycles	  of	  inquiry	  driven	  by	  




practices	  to	  address	  these	  challenges,	  has	  catalyzed	  teacher	  leadership	  
development,	  particularly	  in	  cohort	  one,	  as	  explained	  in	  the	  prior	  chapter	  on	  
findings.	  
	   Teacher	  leadership	  is	  an	  evolving	  field	  with	  an	  evolving	  definition,	  as	  there	  
are	  many	  roles	  and	  functions	  that	  teacher	  leaders	  undertake	  (York-­‐Barr	  &	  Duke,	  
2004).	  	  Given	  that	  this	  district	  has	  historically	  shied	  away	  from	  designating	  teacher	  
leaders,	  the	  emergence	  of	  teacher	  leadership	  as	  an	  outcome	  (rather	  than	  a	  
structural	  input)	  of	  this	  training	  is	  significant,	  because	  research	  suggests	  that	  
teacher	  leaders	  are	  central	  to	  school	  improvement	  and	  are	  drivers	  of	  instructional	  
change	  (i.e.	  Danielson,	  2006;	  York-­‐Barr	  &	  Duke,	  2004).	  	  A	  basic	  tenant	  of	  
organizational	  theory,	  which	  is	  a	  competing	  collection	  of	  ideas	  regarding	  how	  best	  
to	  organize	  an	  institution,	  suggests	  that	  organizations	  with	  leadership	  at	  various	  
levels	  are	  healthier	  and	  more	  able	  to	  adapt	  to	  challenges	  than	  those	  with	  leadership	  
centralized	  at	  the	  top	  (Collins,	  2001;	  York-­‐Barr	  &	  Duke,	  2004).	  	  
	   As	  a	  result	  of	  this	  training,	  teacher	  leadership	  was	  exhibited	  in	  the	  
professional	  development	  done	  by	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  and	  in	  the	  leadership	  of	  the	  
critical	  friends	  group	  that	  carries	  on	  this	  work.	  As	  Danielson	  (2006)	  suggests,	  
“Teacher	  leaders	  don’t	  gain	  their	  authority	  through	  an	  assigned	  role	  or	  position;	  
rather	  they	  earn	  it	  through	  their	  work	  with	  both	  their	  students	  and	  their	  colleagues”	  	  
(p.	  1).	  Cohort	  one	  teachers	  earned	  the	  respect	  of	  their	  colleagues.	  They	  were	  
respected	  teachers	  throughout	  the	  building	  when	  they	  volunteered	  for	  the	  cohort.	  




There	  is	  a	  wide	  body	  of	  literature	  that	  associates	  adult	  learning	  in	  schools	  
with	  improvement	  in	  student	  learning.	  	  Within	  inquiry	  groups,	  these	  teachers	  
advanced	  their	  knowledge	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  associated	  instructional	  
practices	  through	  research,	  collaboration,	  and	  reflection,	  which	  is	  associated	  in	  the	  
literature	  with	  student	  learning	  (Bryk	  et	  al.,	  2010;	  Guskey	  &	  Yoon,	  2009;	  Leithwood,	  
et	  al.,	  2007;	  Stoll	  et	  al.,	  2007).	  This	  training,	  plus	  the	  support	  of	  school	  leadership	  
and	  the	  dispositions	  of	  the	  cohort,	  enabled	  these	  teachers	  to	  become	  “teacher	  
leaders	  as	  professional	  developers”	  (Bond,	  2015).	  	  Within	  in-­‐house	  professional	  
development	  during	  their	  second	  year	  of	  training,	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  presented	  
their	  research	  and	  the	  instructional	  strategies	  they	  tried	  and	  refined	  in	  their	  
classrooms	  with	  the	  entire	  school	  staff.	  	  This	  was	  done	  in	  a	  forum	  where	  they	  could	  
discuss	  with	  their	  colleagues	  the	  intricacies	  and	  challenges	  of	  this	  learning	  process	  
and	  the	  effect	  it	  had	  on	  students	  in	  their	  classrooms.	  	  According	  to	  the	  literature	  on	  
effective	  professional	  development,	  this	  is	  the	  kind	  of	  training	  that	  is	  most	  effective	  
for	  improving	  teaching	  and	  learning	  (Dana	  &	  Yendol-­‐Hoppey,	  2008;	  Kegan	  &	  Lahey,	  
2009;	  McLaughlin	  &	  Talbert,	  2006;	  Risko	  &	  Vogt,	  2016).	  It	  is	  also	  the	  kind	  of	  
professional	  development	  that	  teachers	  want	  (Gates	  Foundation,	  2014).	  Teachers	  
want	  job	  embedded	  professional	  development	  that	  pertains	  to	  their	  own	  classroom	  
challenges	  and	  led	  by	  colleagues	  who	  have	  had	  success	  with	  the	  instructional	  
strategies	  they	  are	  discussing	  in	  their	  classrooms	  (Gates	  Foundation,	  2014).	  This	  is	  
what	  teachers	  got	  here.	  Teacher	  leadership	  has	  emerged	  to	  great	  effect	  and	  teachers	  




learning.	  	  Thus,	  despite	  the	  lack	  of	  teacher	  leadership	  in	  the	  initial	  design,	  it	  is	  
important	  and	  new	  that	  this	  leadership	  path	  emerged	  anyway.	  Prior	  research	  
suggests	  that	  teacher	  leaders	  form	  the	  critical	  bridge	  between	  the	  various	  elements	  
involved	  in	  school	  change	  (Ippolito	  et	  al.,	  2014).	  Findings	  here	  suggest	  that	  this	  
work	  not	  only	  requires	  teacher	  leadership,	  but	  it	  can	  also	  produce	  it,	  as	  teacher	  
leadership	  seems	  to	  be	  a	  critical	  lever	  in	  spreading	  this	  work	  to	  the	  faculty	  at	  large.	  	  
Teacher	  leadership	  and	  the	  critical	  friends	  group:	  “Classroom	  teachers	  as	  
team	  players.”	  
	   Teacher	  leadership	  was	  also	  exhibited	  in	  the	  leadership	  of	  the	  critical	  friend	  
group	  that	  continues	  to	  carry	  on	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  work	  begun	  in	  this	  
training.	  It	  began	  after	  cohort	  one	  finished	  its	  formal	  training	  in	  the	  initiative.	  The	  
group	  was	  initially	  comprised	  of	  cohort	  one	  teachers	  only,	  but	  has	  since	  grown	  to	  
include	  some	  cohort	  two	  teachers	  as	  well.	  As	  explained	  in	  the	  findings	  chapter,	  this	  
group	  is	  facilitated	  and	  led	  by	  one	  of	  the	  cohort	  one	  teachers,	  which	  was	  encouraged	  
and	  supported	  by	  school	  leadership.	  
	  	  A	  critical	  friend	  group	  (CFG)	  is	  a	  type	  of	  professional	  learning	  community	  
that	  when	  functioning	  well,	  acts	  as	  a	  collaborative	  forum	  where	  teachers	  work	  
together	  to	  research	  problems	  of	  practice	  and	  experiment	  with	  solutions.	  Like	  other	  
PLC’s,	  when	  these	  groups	  work	  well,	  they	  are	  characterized	  by	  effective	  leadership,	  
trust	  and	  respect,	  reflective	  dialogue,	  a	  collective	  focus	  on	  student	  learning,	  
collaboration,	  de-­‐privatized	  practice,	  shared	  norms	  and	  values,	  time	  to	  talk	  and	  an	  




2008;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017;	  Ippolito,	  2013).	  For	  synopsis	  of	  elements	  of	  effective	  PLCs	  
and	  CFGs,	  please	  see	  the	  literature	  review	  in	  this	  document	  for	  studies	  that	  cite	  each	  
of	  the	  above	  components	  of	  effective	  PLCs].	  The	  findings	  in	  the	  last	  chapter	  illustrate	  
that	  this	  critical	  friends	  group	  became	  an	  effective	  community	  of	  practice	  and	  is	  
effectively	  led	  by	  a	  teacher-­‐leader.	  In	  addition,	  not	  only	  is	  this	  community	  of	  practice	  
teacher-­‐led,	  every	  member	  of	  this	  community	  acts	  as	  a	  teacher-­‐leader.	  They	  have	  all	  
participated	  in	  leading	  in-­‐house	  professional	  development	  and	  they	  have	  also	  
undertaken	  tasks	  such	  as	  educating	  the	  administrators	  as	  new	  teacher	  evaluators	  in	  
the	  basic	  tenants	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy.	  They	  are	  a	  community	  of	  practice	  who	  see	  
student	  challenges	  in	  and	  beyond	  their	  classrooms,	  who	  work	  and	  learn	  together	  in	  
order	  to	  create	  solutions	  to	  these	  challenges,	  as	  illustrated	  in	  the	  prior	  chapter	  on	  
findings.	  	  
	   The	  structures	  in	  place	  in	  many	  middle	  schools	  may	  enable	  the	  level	  of	  
teacher	  collaboration	  and	  leadership	  exhibited	  in	  these	  findings.	  Most	  middle	  
Schools,	  unlike	  most	  high	  schools,	  are	  organized	  into	  grade	  level	  teams,	  where	  
teachers	  regularly	  meet	  to	  discuss	  student	  and	  team	  level	  concerns.	  This	  school	  has	  
been	  organized	  into	  grade	  level	  teams	  for	  some	  time.	  Thus,	  teachers	  have	  been	  in	  a	  
school	  context	  where	  they	  are	  used	  to	  working	  with	  other	  teachers	  on	  teams	  around	  
common	  issues	  and	  tasks.	  However	  historically,	  most	  of	  the	  work	  of	  these	  grade	  
level	  teams	  typically	  revolved	  around	  matters	  outside	  of	  curriculum	  development.	  
New	  in	  this	  school	  culture,	  are	  teachers	  and	  teacher	  leaders	  now	  collaborating	  




together	  to	  develop	  disciplinary	  literacy	  strategies	  to	  address	  team-­‐wide,	  student	  
literacy	  challenges.	  They	  are	  also	  working	  together	  to	  create	  connections	  between	  
academic	  disciplines	  for	  their	  students	  in	  interdisciplinary	  curriculum	  planning.	  	  
When	  focused,	  inquiry-­‐based	  collaboration	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
learning	  can	  drive	  school	  cultural	  change	  
Shifting	  a	  school	  culture	  is	  not	  an	  easy	  thing	  to	  do,	  but	  it	  is	  what	  happened	  
here.	  The	  collaborative	  relationships	  built	  within	  the	  professional	  learning	  
structures	  that	  have	  engaged	  teachers	  in	  shared	  learning	  about	  the	  complex	  topic	  of	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  has	  produced	  a	  cultural	  shift	  in	  this	  school.	  Teacher	  leadership	  
has	  emerged	  as	  an	  outcome	  of	  this	  initiative,	  rather	  than	  a	  structural	  input,	  which	  is	  
an	  important	  and	  new	  finding.	  As	  necessity	  is	  the	  mother	  of	  invention,	  this	  work	  
likely	  requires	  the	  teacher	  leadership	  that	  developed,	  as	  other	  scholars	  of	  this	  work	  
have	  found	  (Ippolito,	  Dobbs	  &	  Charner-­‐Laird,	  2014).	  This	  has	  not	  been	  a	  mandated	  
change,	  nor	  can	  it	  be	  (Dobbs,	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  This	  has	  been	  a	  change	  from	  the	  ground	  
up.	  School	  and	  district	  leadership	  provided	  the	  opportunities;	  university	  consultants	  
provided	  the	  training	  and	  structures,	  and	  teachers	  themselves	  provided	  the	  needed	  
dispositions.	  It	  has	  been	  the	  interaction	  of	  these	  three	  factors	  that	  have	  driven	  this	  
school	  cultural	  shift.	  Further,	  the	  Assistant	  Principal,	  intimately	  involved	  in	  this	  
project,	  played	  a	  key	  role	  in	  this	  cultural	  shift.	  	  
Because	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  participated	  fully	  in	  both	  cohorts,	  she	  was	  
able	  to	  not	  only	  form	  trusting	  relationships	  with	  teachers,	  but	  through	  her	  work	  




Had	  she	  not	  developed	  trust	  and	  confidence	  in	  these	  teachers,	  it	  is	  likely	  she	  would	  
not	  have	  given	  them	  the	  opportunity	  to	  lead	  and	  change	  the	  culture	  of	  learning	  in	  
this	  school.	  Further,	  because	  she	  was	  an	  administrator	  and	  member	  of	  the	  school	  
leadership	  team,	  she	  could	  use	  her	  experience,	  vision	  and	  position	  to	  help	  drive	  the	  
necessary	  structural	  changes	  that	  can	  enable	  further	  teacher	  collaboration	  in	  
curriculum	  and	  instructional	  development	  and	  in	  addressing	  new,	  and	  unknown	  
student	  challenges	  that	  will	  inevitably	  arise.	  	  
Cultural	  change	  involves	  questioning	  and	  changing	  “long-­‐held	  assumptions,	  
beliefs,	  expectations,	  and	  habits	  that	  represent	  the	  norm	  for	  people	  in	  an	  
organization”	  (DuFour	  &	  Fullan,	  2013,	  p.	  2).	  Changing	  a	  school	  culture	  is	  not	  a	  neat	  
and	  tidy	  process.	  It	  involves	  struggle,	  trial	  and	  error	  and	  it	  is	  complicated.	  However,	  
it	  changes	  dramatically	  the	  way	  people	  relate	  to	  each	  other,	  work	  with	  each	  other	  
and	  value	  each	  other	  within	  an	  organization	  (i.e.	  DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  2011).	  	  
Organizational	  trust	  is	  the	  foundation	  for	  this	  kind	  of	  change,	  which	  is	  also	  a	  process	  
that	  happens	  over	  time	  (Daly	  &	  Chrispeels,	  2008).	  Findings	  as	  illustrated	  in	  the	  last	  
chapter	  indicate	  there	  is	  trust	  on	  many	  levels	  in	  this	  school.	  It	  is	  this	  foundation,	  
combined	  with	  the	  interaction	  of	  evolving	  communities	  of	  practice,	  passionate,	  
motivated	  and	  respected	  teachers,	  and	  effective	  school	  leadership	  that	  has	  
positioned	  this	  school	  to	  better	  address	  unknown,	  future	  challenges.	  	  
This	  study	  makes	  a	  unique	  contribution	  by	  revealing	  that	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  instructional	  change	  occurs	  at	  the	  middle	  school	  level	  along	  a	  continuum	  of	  




teachers	  at	  this	  instructional	  level	  come	  to	  learn	  about,	  adopt	  and	  adapt	  these	  
practices.	  More	  broadly,	  this	  study	  extends	  our	  understanding	  of	  the	  capacity	  of	  this	  
work	  to	  change	  school	  culture	  in	  ways	  that	  transform	  how	  teachers	  learn	  and	  work	  
together	  within	  a	  school.	  Findings	  here	  suggest	  that	  it	  takes	  the	  interaction	  of	  the	  
right	  professional	  learning	  structures,	  teacher	  dispositions	  and	  school	  leadership	  
factors	  to	  produce	  the	  transformative	  change	  that	  has	  occurred	  in	  this	  school.	  	  
The	  focus	  here	  on	  building	  disciplinary	  literacy	  understanding	  and	  the	  
associated	  instructional	  change	  via	  collaborative	  and	  inquiry	  based	  learning	  within	  
professional	  learning	  communities	  is	  also	  new.	  The	  professional	  learning	  
framework	  that	  underlies	  the	  design	  of	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative	  combines	  
the	  best	  of	  what	  we	  know	  about	  both	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  professional	  learning	  
and	  is	  a	  new	  direction	  in	  finding	  ways	  to	  build	  teacher	  capacity	  in	  disciplinary	  
literacy.	  	  With	  this	  extended	  understanding	  in	  mind,	  I	  discuss	  implications	  and	  
conclusions	  that	  could	  benefit	  similar	  schools	  and	  districts	  wishing	  to	  do	  similar	  
work.	  




CHAPTER	  SIX:	  	  IMPLICATIONS	  AND	  CONCLUSIONS	  
Despite	  the	  associations	  in	  the	  literature	  between	  collaborative,	  job-­‐
embedded	  adult	  learning	  and	  student	  learning,	  collaborative	  inquiry	  into	  how	  best	  
to	  address	  student	  challenges	  is	  still	  relatively	  rare	  (i.e.,	  Breidenstein	  et	  al.,	  2012).	  
Further,	  disciplinary	  literacy	  knowledge	  and	  instructional	  interventions	  are	  also	  
quite	  rare,	  as	  most	  secondary	  content	  teachers	  are	  not	  trained	  to	  make	  the	  literacy	  
demands	  of	  their	  content	  areas	  transparent	  to	  students	  (Fang,	  2012)	  and	  to	  use	  a	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  stance	  when	  designing	  instructional	  strategies	  to	  facilitate	  
content	  learning	  (i.e.,	  Moje,	  2015).	  We	  are	  almost	  two	  full	  decades	  into	  the	  twenty-­‐
first	  century	  and	  schools	  are	  still	  organized,	  for	  the	  most,	  as	  the	  “loosely	  coupled,”	  
structures	  where	  teachers	  work	  in	  isolation	  from	  one	  another	  at	  the	  bottom	  of	  the	  
structure,	  and	  administrators	  manage	  from	  the	  top,	  as	  they	  were	  organized	  for	  
much	  of	  the	  last	  century	  (Elmore,	  2000).	  Teachers	  historically	  have	  not	  worked	  in	  
collaborative	  groups,	  using	  an	  inquiry	  stance	  to	  dive	  deeply	  into	  problems	  of	  
practice.	  	  Historically,	  there	  has	  been	  no	  safe	  space	  to	  do	  this	  and	  teachers	  have	  had	  
little	  to	  no	  training	  in	  how	  to	  do	  it,	  let	  alone	  doing	  it	  well	  (i.e.,	  DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  
2011;	  Hargreaves	  &	  Fullan,	  2012).	  	  
Study	  limitations	  and	  implications	  
This	  study	  is	  a	  small,	  qualitative	  case	  study	  (Yin,	  2009)	  involving	  just	  over	  20	  
teachers,	  and	  one	  administrator	  from	  an	  upper	  middle	  class,	  regional	  school	  system	  
in	  the	  Northeastern	  United	  States,	  so	  there	  are	  obvious	  limitations.	  	  However,	  while	  




and	  teacher	  collaboration	  as	  its	  engine	  to	  dive	  deeply	  into	  disciplinary	  literacy,	  in	  
order	  to	  address	  student	  reading,	  writing	  and	  communicating	  challenges	  in	  middle	  
school,	  there	  are	  lessons	  to	  be	  learned	  from	  this	  study	  for	  similar	  districts	  and	  
schools	  who	  endeavor	  to	  increase	  teacher	  and	  student	  understanding	  and	  
enactment	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy.	  Further	  and	  more	  broadly,	  there	  are	  lessons	  to	  be	  
learned	  here	  for	  similar	  contexts	  about	  leveraging	  this	  learning	  for	  transformational	  
school	  change.	  Findings	  here	  suggest	  that	  when	  inquiry	  driven,	  collaborative	  
learning	  teams,	  focused	  in	  disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  addressing	  student	  challenges	  
interact	  with	  adaptive	  and	  risk-­‐taking	  mindsets	  and	  school	  leadership	  that	  supports	  
collaboration,	  teacher	  leadership,	  risk-­‐taking	  and	  adaptive	  thinking,	  schools	  can	  
become	  inquiry-­‐driven	  collaborative	  learning	  organizations	  (Darling-­‐Hammond,	  
2010)	  that	  are	  better	  positioned	  to	  address	  both	  current	  and	  future	  student	  
challenges.	  
Districts	  and	  schools	  need	  to	  be	  ripe	  for	  this	  kind	  of	  change	  (Dobbs,	  et	  al.,	  
2017).	  	  Without	  supportive	  leadership	  that	  encourages	  collaboration,	  risk-­‐taking	  
and	  adaptive	  mindsets,	  this	  work	  most	  likely	  cannot	  have	  a	  sustained	  impact	  on	  
teacher	  practice	  that	  can	  increase	  student	  engagement,	  self-­‐confidence	  and	  content	  
learning	  on	  a	  school-­‐wide	  basis.	  It	  might	  happen	  in	  particular	  classrooms,	  but	  it	  
would	  be	  highly	  unlikely	  to	  change	  the	  ways	  that	  adults	  within	  the	  school	  culture	  
learn	  and	  interact	  with	  one	  another;	  thus,	  there	  would	  be	  little	  chance	  that	  the	  kind	  
of	  learning	  that	  we	  see	  in	  this	  school	  from	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative,	  would	  




of	  this	  study,	  I	  propose	  recommendations	  for	  similar	  districts	  and	  schools	  ready	  for	  
this	  kind	  of	  professional	  learning	  project,	  which	  needs	  to	  be	  a	  multi-­‐year	  effort	  in	  
order	  to	  build	  the	  knowledge	  and	  collaborative,	  trusting	  relationships	  that	  drive	  this	  
work.	  
First,	  teacher	  leaders	  should	  be	  jointly	  designated	  to	  lead	  inquiry-­‐driven	  
learning	  teams,	  or	  what	  I	  have	  described	  herein,	  as	  effective	  professional	  learning	  
communities.	  These	  teacher	  leaders	  should	  be	  decided	  upon	  at	  the	  outset	  of	  the	  
training	  and	  be	  committed	  to	  perform	  the	  organizational	  and	  communication	  tasks	  
to	  keep	  teams	  focused	  on	  their	  shared	  goals.	  University	  consultants	  recommended	  
teacher	  leadership	  of	  the	  PLCs,	  but	  the	  district	  and	  school	  leadership	  decided	  not	  to	  
incorporate	  this	  structure	  into	  the	  training.	  Had	  there	  been	  better	  leadership	  of	  the	  
inquiry	  teams,	  the	  inquiry	  process	  may	  have	  been	  had	  a	  shorter	  learning	  curve	  and	  
quite	  possibly	  could	  have	  resulted	  in	  more	  refined	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  
strategies.	  As	  it	  turned	  out,	  the	  inquiry	  teams	  became	  successful	  due	  to	  a	  
combination	  of	  the	  coordination	  efforts	  of	  the	  Assistant	  Principal,	  the	  extensive	  
guidance	  from	  university	  consultants,	  and	  the	  persistence	  and	  commitment	  of	  the	  
teachers	  involved.	  	  Further	  and	  perhaps	  more	  importantly,	  teacher	  leadership	  
emerged	  anyway,	  due	  to	  particular	  teacher	  dispositions	  and	  school	  leadership	  
factors.	  Teacher	  leadership	  is	  central	  to	  school	  improvement	  and	  can	  drive	  
instructional	  change	  (Danielson,	  2006;	  York-­‐Barr	  &	  Duke,	  2004).	  Most	  relevant	  here	  
and	  more	  specifically,	  teacher	  leadership	  can	  drive	  disciplinary	  literacy	  




al.,	  2014,	  2016).	  Thus,	  it	  makes	  most	  sense	  to	  incorporate	  teacher	  leadership	  into	  
the	  professional	  learning	  design	  at	  the	  outset.	  
Second,	  in	  addition	  to	  teacher-­‐led	  PLCs,	  I	  would	  recommend	  that	  inquiry	  be	  
central	  and	  that	  other	  collaborative	  learning	  structures	  such	  as	  learning	  walks	  and	  
discussion	  protocols	  be	  included	  in	  the	  professional	  learning	  design.	  It	  was	  noted	  by	  
many	  participants	  that	  the	  inquiry	  stance	  they	  developed	  made	  them	  feel	  like	  they	  
did	  not	  have	  to	  be	  experts,	  in	  order	  to	  have	  enough	  confidence	  and	  credibility	  to	  
spread	  their	  knowledge	  and	  experience	  to	  their	  colleagues.	  Inquiry	  builds	  on	  
teacher	  knowledge	  and	  critical	  thinking	  skills	  to	  drive	  the	  learning	  process	  
(Cochran-­‐Smith	  &	  Lytle,	  2009;	  Cochran-­‐Smith	  &	  Stern,	  2015;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  
Thus,	  inquiry	  is	  an	  essential	  ingredient	  in	  both	  adult	  and	  student	  learning.	  High	  
functioning,	  teacher-­‐led	  teams,	  where	  teachers	  learn	  together,	  share	  data,	  practices,	  
and	  the	  like,	  are	  associated	  with	  improvements	  in	  student	  engagement,	  learning	  and	  
performance	  (Bryk,	  2010;	  Danielson,	  2006;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017;	  McLaughlin	  &	  
Talbert,	  2006).	  Thus,	  if	  teachers	  understand	  collaborative	  inquiry,	  they	  are	  much	  
more	  likely	  to	  help	  their	  students	  to	  learn	  how	  to	  do	  this	  as	  well.	  	  
Third,	  I	  would	  recommend	  that	  PLCs	  have	  designated	  time	  to	  regularly	  meet	  
outside	  of	  the	  allotted	  consultant-­‐facilitated	  professional	  development	  days.	  While	  
teachers	  had	  time	  to	  meet	  in	  their	  inquiry	  teams	  during	  the	  professional	  days	  away,	  
there	  was	  not	  enough	  of	  it.	  Time	  during	  these	  days	  also	  needed	  to	  be	  allocated	  to	  
learn	  disciplinary	  literacy	  content,	  to	  learn	  how	  to	  use	  the	  inquiry	  cycles,	  and	  to	  




dialogue	  that	  can	  drive	  changes	  in	  teacher	  practice.	  Thus,	  teams	  met	  voluntarily	  
outside	  of	  the	  training,	  but	  this	  was	  ad	  hoc	  and	  not	  particularly	  well	  planned	  or	  
coordinated.	  	  
Fourth,	  front-­‐loading	  the	  learning	  process	  with	  a	  three	  to	  five	  day	  summer	  
institute	  is	  recommended.	  Cohort	  one	  did	  not	  start	  this	  way.	  Most	  of	  their	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  content	  learning	  was	  done	  during	  the	  school	  year,	  which	  I	  
learned	  during	  individual	  and	  focus	  group	  interviews,	  was	  overwhelming	  at	  times,	  
due	  to	  the	  demands	  of	  their	  teaching	  load.	  Because	  disciplinary	  literacy	  is	  so	  
complex	  and	  broad,	  it	  is	  much	  more	  efficient	  to	  build	  the	  content	  learning	  up	  front	  
and	  to	  use	  the	  consultant	  facilitated	  professional	  learning	  days	  during	  the	  school	  
year	  to	  build	  inquiry	  and	  collaborative	  learning	  skills,	  while	  diving	  deeper	  into	  the	  
particular	  disciplinary	  literacy	  domains	  where	  teams	  decide	  to	  focus	  their	  inquiry.	  
Cohort	  two	  did	  start	  with	  a	  five-­‐day	  summer	  institute,	  which	  enabled	  them	  to	  spend	  
more	  time	  earlier	  in	  their	  training	  on	  their	  inquiry.	  It	  also	  gave	  them	  time	  later	  in	  
their	  training	  to	  focus	  their	  disciplinary	  learning	  on	  interdisciplinary	  teaching,	  
which	  was	  important	  to	  this	  group.	  
Fifth,	  I	  would	  recommend	  that	  a	  member	  of	  the	  school	  leadership	  be	  
intimately	  involved	  in	  the	  disciplinary	  literacy	  initiative.	  The	  Assistant	  Principal	  in	  
this	  school,	  who	  was	  intimately	  involved	  in	  both	  cohorts,	  became	  a	  critical	  person	  in	  
leveraging	  this	  learning	  to	  cause	  school-­‐wide,	  cultural	  change.	  Her	  experience	  
working	  closely	  with	  both	  teachers	  and	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  school	  leadership	  team	  




inquiry	  work	  possible	  on	  a	  broader	  scale.	  Had	  leadership	  not	  been	  this	  closely	  
involved	  in	  and	  supportive	  of	  this	  work,	  it	  is	  likely	  that	  the	  structural	  changes	  put	  in	  
place	  on	  a	  school-­‐wide	  basis	  would	  not	  have	  occurred.	  Further,	  what	  caused	  this	  
work	  to	  spread	  so	  pervasively	  throughout	  the	  school	  was	  the	  cultural	  shift	  of	  having	  
cohort	  teachers	  lead	  in-­‐house	  staff	  development	  in	  newly	  adopted	  and	  adapted	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  practices.	  Had	  the	  Assistant	  Principal	  not	  been	  
intimately	  involved	  in	  the	  work	  of	  both	  cohorts,	  the	  trust	  and	  confidence	  that	  
developed	  between	  teachers	  and	  school	  leadership	  may	  not	  have	  been	  established.	  
There	  was	  mutual	  trust	  here	  between	  cohort	  teachers	  and	  the	  Assistant	  Principal.	  
Without	  this	  trust	  and	  support,	  teachers	  may	  not	  have	  had	  the	  teacher	  leadership	  
opportunities	  they	  did	  have.	  
Sixth,	  the	  professional	  learning	  design	  needs	  to	  be	  tailored	  to	  the	  specific	  
school	  and	  district	  needs	  and	  occur	  onsite.	  Further,	  teachers	  should	  have	  the	  
opportunity	  to	  volunteer	  to	  participate	  in	  this	  kind	  of	  professional	  learning.	  We	  
know	  that	  professional	  development	  that	  produces	  change	  in	  teacher	  practice	  
involves	  a	  multi-­‐year	  effort	  that	  includes	  teacher	  choice,	  teacher	  driven	  inquiry,	  and	  
teacher	  collaboration,	  all	  focused	  on	  student	  challenges	  or	  problems	  of	  practice	  
(Borko,2004;	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  2010;	  Darling-­‐Hammond	  et	  al.,	  2009;	  Desimone,	  
2009;	  Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017;	  Gates	  Foundation,	  2014;	  Risko	  &	  Vogt,	  2016).	  	  Teachers	  in	  
this	  study	  volunteered	  for	  the	  Literacy	  Leadership	  Initiative.	  They	  had	  a	  passion	  for	  
literacy,	  a	  passion	  for	  reaching	  all	  students,	  and	  they	  were	  committed	  to	  the	  project.	  




kind	  of	  professional	  learning	  cannot	  be	  mandated	  (Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  There	  needs	  
to	  be	  ground-­‐level	  buy	  in	  as	  well	  as	  leadership	  support.	  
Finally,	  schools	  need	  to	  be	  ready	  for	  this	  kind	  of	  change.	  School	  leadership	  
needs	  to	  be	  capable	  of	  and	  supportive	  of	  adaptive	  thinking	  and	  risk-­‐taking	  mindsets	  
that	  are	  vital	  to	  this	  work	  for	  a	  variety	  of	  reasons.	  First,	  teachers	  need	  a	  safe	  and	  
supportive	  climate	  for	  this	  complex	  work	  that	  involves	  adopting,	  adapting	  and	  
finding	  new	  ways	  to	  help	  students	  gain	  access	  and	  become	  disciplinary	  insiders	  
(Dobbs	  et	  al.,	  2017).	  Thus,	  school	  leadership	  must	  create	  a	  culture	  where	  this	  is	  
supported.	  Second,	  school	  leadership	  needs	  to	  be	  able	  and	  willing	  to	  make	  the	  
structural	  changes	  necessary	  to	  make	  teacher	  collaborative	  work	  possible.	  Teachers	  
need	  time	  in	  their	  regular	  schedule	  and	  space	  in	  their	  workplace	  where	  they	  can	  
regularly	  collaborate	  with	  colleagues	  in	  both	  planned	  and	  spontaneous	  ways	  (i.e.,	  
Breidenstein	  et	  al.,	  2012;	  Darling-­‐Hammond,	  2010;	  Hargreaves	  &	  Fullan,	  2012;	  
Kruse	  &	  Louis,	  1993;	  Louis,	  1994).	  Thus,	  leadership	  must	  provide	  this	  support,	  
common	  time,	  and	  shared	  space.	  	   	  
Conclusions	  
	  
While	  a	  number	  of	  questions	  remain	  about	  how	  best	  to	  build	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  teacher	  capacity	  in	  secondary	  schools,	  findings	  here	  suggest	  that	  
collaborative	  and	  inquiry-­‐focused	  professional	  learning	  structures,	  where	  teachers	  
explore	  the	  complexities	  of	  disciplinary	  literacy	  together,	  can	  ignite	  the	  
development	  of	  communities	  of	  practice,	  wherein	  solutions	  to	  context	  specific	  




structures	  that	  have	  been	  shown	  to	  promote	  this	  work	  are	  not	  in	  the	  initial	  
professional	  development	  design,	  such	  as	  teacher	  leaders,	  the	  collaborative	  
relationships	  and	  skills	  built	  in	  this	  learning	  process	  can	  produce	  them.	  In	  this	  
school,	  contextual	  factors	  associated	  with	  school	  leadership	  and	  teacher	  
dispositions	  gave	  wings	  to	  new	  disciplinary	  instructional	  strategies	  through	  teacher	  
leadership	  support,	  plus	  trust	  in	  and	  support	  of	  committed	  teachers,	  who	  are	  
passionate	  about	  all	  their	  students	  learning.	  	  
	   There	  are	  many	  complex	  factors	  that	  need	  to	  come	  together	  to	  allow	  
communities	  of	  practice	  to	  evolve	  and	  flourish	  in	  order	  to	  transform	  professional	  
learning,	  and	  in	  turn,	  classroom	  instruction	  (i.e.,	  Breidenstein,	  Fahey,	  Glickman	  &	  
Hensley,	  2012;	  DuFour	  &	  Marzano,	  2011;	  Darling-­‐Hammond	  et	  al.,	  2009;	  Wenger,	  
1998).	  	  This	  study	  suggests	  we	  need	  to	  pay	  attention	  not	  only	  to	  the	  particular	  
professional	  learning	  structures	  that	  are	  introduced,	  but	  also	  to	  the	  contextual	  
factors	  in	  which	  they	  are	  guided	  and	  developed.	  The	  analysis	  here	  suggests	  we	  need	  
to	  pay	  attention	  to	  the	  functioning	  of	  the	  entire	  organization.	  Producing	  disciplinary	  
literacy	  infused	  instruction	  needs	  ground	  level	  initiative,	  capacity	  and	  dispositions;	  
it	  also	  requires	  visionary,	  supportive	  and	  adaptive	  leadership	  at	  the	  top,	  and	  
distributed	  throughout	  the	  school	  (in	  the	  form	  of	  teacher	  leadership),	  in	  order	  to	  
create	  environments	  that	  allow	  faculty	  to	  develop	  their	  full	  potential,	  and	  in	  turn,	  
create	  contexts	  that	  enable	  students	  to	  reach	  their	  potentials.	  To	  build	  on	  the	  scant,	  





	   First,	  more	  research	  needs	  to	  be	  done	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  school	  districts,	  and	  in	  a	  
variety	  of	  different	  schools,	  to	  better	  understand	  the	  interaction	  of	  both	  professional	  
learning	  structures	  and	  the	  school	  context	  in	  which	  they	  are	  developed.	  It	  seems	  this	  
more	  broad	  vision	  that	  considers	  professional	  learning	  structures,	  ground	  level	  
dispositions	  and	  capacity,	  and	  the	  qualities	  inherent	  in	  existing	  leadership	  may	  
ultimately	  determine	  the	  scope	  and	  sequence	  of	  the	  professional	  learning	  design.	  
Perhaps	  some	  districts	  and	  schools	  need	  adaptive	  leadership	  training	  before	  
collaborative,	  professional	  structures	  are	  introduced.	  Perhaps	  other	  districts	  and	  
schools	  need	  to	  focus	  on	  cultivating	  particular	  teacher	  dispositions	  before	  beginning	  
this	  work.	  We	  need	  more	  research	  in	  this	  area	  to	  better	  understand	  the	  nuances	  of	  
this	  interaction.	  Perhaps	  this	  line	  of	  research	  can	  also	  help	  us	  identify	  ways	  to	  
replicate	  the	  results	  of	  this	  work	  in	  less	  resourced	  communities.	  	  
	   Second,	  further	  study	  is	  needed	  to	  track	  how	  various	  disciplinary	  literacy	  
instructional	  innovations,	  such	  as	  those	  created	  here,	  affect	  student	  learning	  and	  
performance	  in	  measurable	  and	  descriptive	  ways.	  	  It	  also	  would	  be	  fruitful	  to	  better	  
understand	  how	  this	  professional	  learning	  framework	  design	  influences	  the	  
development	  of	  teacher	  leadership	  in	  a	  school	  culture.	  Perhaps	  this	  knowledge	  can	  
help	  us	  design	  more	  satisfying	  career	  paths	  for	  teachers,	  instead	  of	  promoting	  them	  
out	  of	  the	  classroom	  into	  school	  management	  tasks.	  Since	  teachers	  are	  so	  critical	  to	  
student	  success,	  it	  makes	  good	  sense	  to	  keep	  great	  teachers	  teaching,	  but	  to	  give	  
them	  other	  opportunities	  to	  effect	  school-­‐wide	  change,	  thus	  moving	  them	  out	  of	  the	  




our	  schools’	  organizational	  structures	  today.	  
	   Third,	  it	  would	  be	  fruitful	  to	  more	  fully	  understand	  the	  school	  leadership	  
factors,	  dispositions	  and	  the	  cultural	  contextual	  factors	  needed	  for	  this	  work	  to	  take	  
hold.	  This	  line	  of	  research	  may	  help	  us	  to	  better	  ready	  schools	  and	  districts	  not	  only	  
to	  develop	  disciplinary	  literacy	  capacity	  via	  inquiry	  driven	  teacher	  collaboration,	  
but	  to	  better	  position	  schools	  to	  leverage	  this	  work	  into	  school-­‐wide	  
transformational	  change.	  Perhaps,	  also,	  this	  line	  of	  research	  would	  yield	  data	  
regarding	  how	  school	  leaders	  can	  create	  conditions	  conducive	  to	  developing	  the	  
teacher	  dispositions	  that	  were	  key	  levers	  here.	  
	   Finally,	  it	  would	  be	  interesting	  to	  better	  understand	  how	  adult	  development	  
mirrors	  disciplinary	  literacy	  instructional	  strategy	  development,	  particularly	  at	  the	  
middle	  school	  level,	  and	  the	  degree	  to	  which	  students	  are	  able	  to	  operate	  as	  
disciplinary	  insiders.	  Perhaps	  this	  line	  of	  research	  could	  clarify	  the	  point	  at	  which	  




APPENDIX	  A:	  	  DATA	  COLLECTION	  INSTRUMENTS	  
Semi-­‐Structured	  Interview	  Protocol:	  
Research	  Question	  One:	  	  	  
How	  do	  teachers	  describe	  and	  understand	  their	  experiences	  within	  a	  multi-­‐
year	  disciplinary	  literacy	  professional	  learning	  project?	  What	  did	  they	  learn	  
and	  how	  did	  they	  learn	  it?	  
	  
1. What	  are	  the	  most	  salient	  learning	  experiences	  in	  this	  initiative	  for	  you?	  
a. What	  did	  you	  learn?	  
b. How	  did	  you	  learn	  it?	  
c. What	  was	  most	  helpful	  to	  you	  in	  your	  learning	  (facilitating	  factors)?	  
d. Was	  there	  any	  one	  person	  who	  helped	  your	  work	  along?	  Can	  you	  
describe	  this?	  
e. Tell	  me	  about	  your	  successes	  or	  things	  that	  worked	  really	  well.	  
f. Tell	  me	  about	  times	  that	  were	  tough,	  or	  when	  you	  were	  lost	  in	  
this	  work?	  
g. What	  happened	  when	  you	  disagreed	  with	  colleagues?	  What	  was	  
this	  like?	  How	  did	  you	  handle	  this?	  	  How	  did	  others	  handle	  it?	  
What	  was	  the	  result?	  
h. Were	  there	  any	  other	  challenges	  in	  this	  work	  we	  have	  not	  spoken	  
about?	  	  
i. Did	  you	  experience	  anything	  you	  did	  not	  expect?	  If	  so,	  did	  this	  
impact	  your	  teaching,	  your	  students,	  and/or	  your	  relationship	  with	  
your	  colleagues?	  Can	  you	  explain?	  
2. Tell	  me	  about	  your	  students.	  	  
a. What	  are	  the	  major	  student	  challenges	  in	  your	  classroom?	  	  
b. What	  do	  you	  think	  contributes	  to	  these	  challenges	  (i.e.	  home,	  
background,	  experiences?)	  	  
c. Did	  these	  challenges	  influence	  your	  work	  in	  this	  initiative?	  If	  so,	  
can	  you	  describe	  this?	  If	  not,	  what	  influenced	  your	  work	  most?	  
Why	  was	  this	  the	  case?	  
	  
Research	  Question	  Two:	  
How	  do	  teachers	  describe	  their	  experience	  within	  the	  associated	  collaborative	  
processes	  and	  how	  did	  they	  report	  (or	  not)	  any	  affects	  of	  these	  processes	  on	  
their	  classroom	  instruction	  and	  professional	  learning?	  	  
	  
	  
1. Can	  you	  describe	  how	  you	  worked	  with	  colleagues	  within	  this	  process?	  
a. How	  did	  your	  work	  develop?	  
b. How	  did	  you	  plan/keep	  track	  of	  your	  work?	  
c. Can	  you	  describe	  the	  process	  involved	  in	  your	  collaborative	  work?	  	  
d. Whose	  work	  on	  this	  team	  did	  you	  value	  the	  most?	  Why?	  
	  




a. How	  did	  this	  impact	  your	  teaching?	  Did	  you	  try	  anything	  new?	  If	  so,	  
can	  you	  describe	  this?	  
b. How	  did	  this	  impact	  your	  learning?	  Can	  you	  give	  me	  an	  example?	  
c. How	  did	  this	  impact	  student	  learning	  and/or	  behavior/engagement?	  
Can	  you	  give	  me	  examples?	  
i. How	  are	  they	  engaging	  around	  text	  and	  activities	  now?	  What	  
has	  changed?	  
ii. What	  signs	  do	  you	  have	  that	  things	  have	  shifted	  in	  any	  way?	  
iii. Has	  anything	  changed	  about	  student	  identity	  as	  a	  
historian/mathematician/scientist	  (depends	  on	  teacher	  
content	  area	  or	  whether	  or	  not	  they	  are	  specialists)	  in	  your	  
classroom?	  Can	  you	  describe	  this?	  Can	  you	  give	  me	  
examples?	  
	  
3. Can	  you	  describe	  if/how	  you	  collaborated	  with	  colleagues	  to	  develop/	  try	  
new	  instructional	  strategies?	  
a. Can	  you	  describe	  this	  process?	  
i. What	  drove	  you	  to	  develop	  or	  try	  this	  strategy/ies?	  
ii. Did	  you	  pilot	  this?	  If	  so,	  how?	  What	  happened?	  
iii. What	  happened	  next?	  Were	  these	  strategies	  refined,	  
scrapped?	  Can	  you	  describe	  this?	  
iv. What	  happened	  when	  new	  strategies	  or	  tactics	  worked	  really	  
well?	  
v. What	  happened	  when	  things	  did	  not	  work,	  when	  a	  new	  
strategy	  flopped?	  How	  did	  you	  handle	  this?	  
4. Did	  you	  experience	  anything	  in	  this	  process	  you	  did	  not	  expect?	  If	  so,	  can	  
you	  fully	  describe	  what	  this	  was,	  how	  it	  came	  about	  and	  the	  effect	  on	  you,	  
your	  students	  and/or	  your	  teaching?	  Your	  relationship	  with	  colleagues?	  
5. What	  factors	  facilitated	  your	  collaboration	  or	  made	  it	  possible	  for	  you	  to	  
work	  well	  together?	  
6. What	  were	  the	  challenges?	  Can	  you	  describe	  these	  fully?	  What,	  if	  anything,	  
did	  you	  do	  about	  this?	  
7. What	  would	  have	  been	  more	  helpful?	  What	  do	  you	  need	  moving	  forward?	  
8. What	  has	  changed	  about	  how	  you	  approach/further	  your	  professional	  
learning?	  Why	  is	  this	  the	  case?	  Can	  you	  explain	  fully?	  
9. Has	  this	  work	  had	  any	  impact	  on	  your	  identity	  as	  a	  teacher?	  Can	  you	  
describe	  this?	  Can	  you	  give	  me	  examples?	  
10. What	  would	  help	  your	  professional	  learning	  moving	  forward?	  
11. Is	  there	  anything	  else	  you	  would	  like	  to	  tell	  me	  about	  your	  experience	  or	  the	  
impact	  of	  this	  work?	  




Semi-­‐Structured	  Interview	  Protocol	  for	  Assistant	  Principal	  Interview:	  
	  
1. Why	  are	  you	  focused	  on	  DL?	  Why	  did	  you	  choose	  this	  approach?	  
2. Can	  you	  describe	  the	  difference	  between	  the	  experience	  of	  cohort	  1	  and	  2?	  
3. Why	  did	  you	  change	  the	  approach	  in	  cohort	  2?	  
4. What	  effect	  has	  this	  experience	  had	  on	  instruction?	  
5. What	  effect	  has	  this	  experience	  had	  on	  school	  culture?	  
6. What	  effect	  has	  this	  experience	  had	  on	  students?	  
7. What	  has	  been	  challenging	  about	  this	  work?	  
8. What	  could	  have	  made	  this	  experience	  better?	  
9. What	  will	  you	  do	  moving	  forward	  to	  continue	  this	  work?	  








1. Can	  you	  describe	  your	  experience	  working	  and	  learning	  together	  about	  
disciplinary	  literacy	  and	  interdisciplinary	  teaching?	  
a. What	  were	  the	  highlights?	  
b. Can	  you	  describe	  what	  worked	  well?	  
c. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  challenges,	  roadblocks,	  or	  frustrations	  in	  this	  
work?	  	  
d. Where	  has	  this	  work	  brought	  you?	  
2. Tell	  me	  about	  your	  students.	  What	  are	  the	  major	  challenges	  you	  have	  
sought	  to	  address	  in	  this	  work?	  
a. What	  are	  your	  thoughts	  on	  what	  contributes	  to	  these	  challenges?	  
b. Can	  you	  describe	  how	  this	  affects	  your	  work	  with	  students?	  
3. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  changes	  in	  your	  teaching/instructional	  practice	  as	  a	  
result	  of	  this	  work?	  
a. Did	  you	  try	  anything	  new?	  	  
b. What	  led	  you	  to	  focus	  on	  this?	  
c. What	  happened	  when	  you	  tried	  it?	  (Student	  changes?)	  
d. Did	  you	  have	  any	  concerns	  about	  this?	  
4. Did	  this	  experience	  have	  any	  impact	  on	  how	  you	  approach	  your	  own	  
professional	  growth?	  
a. If	  so,	  can	  you	  describe	  this?	  
b. Has	  this	  had	  any	  effect	  on	  your	  colleagues	  outside	  of	  this	  cohort?	  
i. If	  so,	  can	  you	  describe	  this?	  How	  did	  this	  come	  about?	  What	  
was	  the	  effect?	  
c. How	  has	  this	  experience	  affected	  your	  approach	  to	  your	  professional	  
growth?	  
5. Is	  there	  anything	  else	  you	  want	  to	  tell	  me	  about	  this	  work?	  
	  




Original	  Cohort	  Semi-­‐Structured	  Interview	  Protocol:	  
Used	  for	  cohort	  two	  focus	  group:	  
	  
1. Can	  you	  describe	  your	  experience	  working	  and	  learning	  together	  as	  a	  cohort?	  
a. How	  did	  you	  plan	  your	  time	  together?	  Who	  planned/drafted	  the	  
agenda?	  How	  often	  did	  you	  meet?	  	  
b. Were	  meetings	  productive?	  If	  so,	  how	  were	  they	  productive	  and	  why?	  
If	  not,	  why	  not?	  
c. How	  were	  inquiry	  cycles	  determined?	  How	  was	  this	  planning	  done?	  
Can	  you	  describe	  this	  process?	  When/how	  did	  you	  decide	  to	  move	  on	  
to	  a	  new	  cycle?	  	  
i. What	  challenges/questions/wonderings	  drove	  your	  inquiry	  
work?	  
d. Can	  you	  describe	  the	  process	  by	  which	  you	  learned	  to	  work	  together?	  
i. What	  worked	  well?	  
ii. What	  were	  your	  challenges?	  
2. Tell	  me	  about	  your	  students.	  	  
a. What	  are	  the	  major	  student	  challenges	  in	  your	  classrooms?	  	  
b. What	  are	  your	  thoughts	  on	  what	  contributes	  to	  these	  challenges	  (such	  
as	  home	  life,	  experience,	  background)?	  	  
c. Did	  this	  have	  any	  impact	  on	  your	  work	  together?	  If	  so,	  can	  you	  
describe	  this?	  
3. What	  were	  the	  outcomes	  from	  working	  and	  learning	  together	  as	  a	  cohort?	  
a. Can	  you	  describe	  what	  you	  learned?	  
b. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  effects	  of	  this	  learning?	  
i. How	  did	  this	  impact	  your	  growth	  as	  a	  teacher?	  
ii. How	  did	  this	  impact	  your	  students?	  
c. What	  factors	  contributed	  to	  this	  growth/change?	  
d. What	  happened	  when	  things	  did	  not	  go	  well?	  What	  were	  the	  
challenges?	  How	  did	  you	  handle	  this?	  	  
e. Were	  there	  times	  that	  you	  disagreed?	  Can	  you	  describe	  these	  times	  
and	  how	  they	  were	  handled/resolved?	  
4. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  changes	  in	  your	  teaching/instructional	  practice	  as	  a	  
result	  of	  this	  work?	  
a. Did	  anything	  change	  about	  the	  way	  you	  plan	  or	  conduct	  instruction?	  If	  
so,	  please	  describe.	  If	  not,	  why?	  
i. What	  did	  you	  change?	  What	  led	  to	  this	  change?	  
ii. What	  did	  you	  do	  that	  was	  new?	  What	  led	  to	  this?	  
iii. What	  happened	  if	  something	  new	  you	  tried	  did	  not	  go	  well?	  
Can	  you	  describe	  this?	  
b. If	  any	  instructional	  change	  occurred,	  how	  did	  this	  impact	  student	  




c. Did	  anything	  change	  about	  the	  way	  you	  approach	  student-­‐learning	  
challenges?	  If	  so,	  can	  you	  describe	  this?	  What	  drove	  this	  change/Why	  
did	  this	  happen?	  
5. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  change	  in	  student	  identity	  (i.e.	  as	  a	  Mathematician,	  a	  
Scientist,	  an	  Historian,	  etc.)	  as	  a	  result	  of	  this	  work?	  
a. Can	  you	  give	  me	  examples?	  	  
b. What	  do	  you	  think	  has	  driven	  this	  change?	  	  
c. What	  was	  the	  impact	  of	  this	  change?	  
6. Did	  this	  experience	  have	  any	  impact	  on	  how	  you	  approach	  your	  own	  
professional	  growth?	  
a. If	  so,	  can	  you	  describe	  this?	  
b. Has	  this	  had	  any	  effect	  on	  your	  colleagues	  outside	  of	  this	  cohort?	  
i. If	  so,	  can	  you	  describe	  this?	  How	  did	  this	  come	  about?	  What	  
was	  the	  effect?	  
c. How	  has	  this	  experience	  affected	  your	  approach	  to	  your	  professional	  
growth?	  
7. Is	  there	  anything	  else	  you	  would	  like	  to	  tell	  me	  about	  this	  work?	  




Teacher	  Reflection	  	  
	  
1. What	  is	  a	  practice	  you	  do	  now	  as	  a	  result	  of	  this	  work	  you	  were	  not	  
doing	  in	  your	  classroom	  before?	  	  
	  
2. What	  is	  new	  about	  this	  work?	  
3. What	  drove	  you	  to	  develop	  this?	  Why	  did	  you	  make	  this	  change?	  
4. Can	  you	  send	  me	  this	  strategy/refinement	  of	  strategy/task	  to	  my	  email	  
below?	  
5. Can	  you	  send	  me	  any	  student	  work	  associated	  with	  this?	  
6. Can	  you	  describe	  what	  you	  were	  doing	  before	  you	  made	  this	  change?	  
7. How	  did	  students	  respond	  to	  this?	  	  
a. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  changes	  in	  engagement?	  
b. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  changes	  in	  student	  learning?	  
c. Can	  you	  describe	  any	  changes	  in	  student	  demeanor	  or	  identity	  as	  a	  
result	  of	  this	  work?	  
8. Is	  there	  anything	  you	  are	  working	  on	  right	  now	  that	  you	  plan	  to	  try	  in	  
your	  classroom	  that	  is	  new	  as	  part	  of	  your	  learning	  about	  disciplinary	  
literacy?	  If	  so,	  can	  you	  explain	  what	  this	  is	  and	  why	  you	  are	  focused	  on	  
this?	  
	  
Please	  send	  these	  responses	  via	  email	  to:	  lisaaulet3@gmail.com.	  	  
Pseudonyms	  will	  be	  used	  for	  any	  data	  submitted	  in	  this	  research.	  Your	  name	  




I	  thank	  you	  in	  advance	  for	  your	  time	  and	  input	  on	  this	  document.	  	  
	  
In	  gratitude,	  	  
Lisa	  




APPENDIX	  B:	  	  FIELD	  ARTIFACTS	  
Figuring Out Poetry 
 
A Poison Tree 
 
I was angry with my friend: 
I told my wrath, my wrath did end. 
I was angry with my foe: 
I told it not, my wrath did grow. 
 
And I water'd it in fears, 
Night & morning with my tears; 
And I sunned it with smiles, 
And with soft deceitful wiles. 
 
And it grew both day and night, 
Till it bore an apple bright; 
And my foe beheld it shine, 
And he knew that it was mine, 
 
And into my garden stole 
When the night had veil'd the pole: 
In the morning glad I see 
My foe outstretch'd beneath the tree. 
 
  -- William Blake 
 
1. Read the poem.  It’s fine if you find it difficult or don’t quite understand everything 
that is going on, just read it through once from beginning to end. 
 
2. Reread the poem.  Underline any words or phrases that are unfamiliar to you or whose 
meaning is unclear to you.  Using context clues, write the meaning of these words or 
phrases as best you can in the blank spaces on either side of the poem. 
 
3. Read the poem again.  This time, draw a star next to those places in the poem where 
you are confused, have a question, or wonder about something.  You must draw AT 
LEAST TWO STARS, but you may draw more if you need to. 
 
4. Read the poem again. For each star that you drew, write a question about the text or a 
comment about the confusion you felt in the left hand column of the chart below.  Leave 





QUESTIONS AND CONFUSIONS THOUGHTS 
  
5. Share your questions and confusions with your group. Add AT LEAST two more 
important questions from your group members and add them to your chart. 
 
6. With your group members, discuss all of your questions and confusions.  Write your 
and others’ thoughts about each question or confusion on your chart in the right hand 
column next to that question or confusion.  ALWAYS be sure that you can support 
your ideas with evidence from the text. Remember, when a poet uses a poetic device 
like a symbol, metaphor, simile, or personification, there will be both a literal and 







WORD: _____________     Part of Speech: ______________ 


























































Chapter	  5	  Read-­‐to-­‐Learn	  Quiz	  Day	  1	   	   	   Name:	  _______________________________	  
Algebra	  1	  Part	  1	  
	  
Use	  the	  coordinate	  plane	  shown	  at	  the	  right.	  	  	  
1. Label	  the	  origin,	  the	  y-­‐axis,	  and	  the	  x-­‐axis.	  	  	  
	  
2. Explain	  why	  the	  coordinates	  of	  the	  	  
origin	  are	  called	  (0,0).	  
	  
→	  Because	  the	  x	  and	  y	  axes	  are	  number	  lines	  	  






How	  do	  archaeologists	  use	  coordinate	  systems?	  
Underwater	  archaeologists	  use	  a	  grid	  system	  to	  map	  excavation	  sites	  of	  sunken	  
ships.	  	  The	  grid	  is	  used	  as	  a	  point	  of	  reference	  on	  the	  ocean	  floor.	  	  The	  coordinate	  
system	  is	  also	  used	  to	  record	  the	  location	  of	  objects	  they	  find.	  	  Knowing	  the	  position	  
of	  each	  object	  helps	  them	  reconstruct	  how	  the	  ship	  sank	  and	  where	  to	  find	  other	  
artifacts.	  	  
	  
3. Look	  at	  the	  grid	  the	  divers	  made	  with	  ropes	  near	  the	  objects	  they	  found.	  	  
Describe	  how	  they	  are	  using	  the	  grid	  like	  a	  coordinate	  system.	  
	  
→	  The	  coordinate	  system	  is	  used	  to	  record	  the	  	  
location	  of	  objects	  they	  find.	  	  Knowing	  the	  position	  
of	  each	  object	  helps	  them	  reconstruct	  how	  the	  ship	  
sank	  and	  where	  to	  find	  other	  artifacts.	  
	  
→	  They	  divide	  the	  objects	  into	  their	  respective	  	  




The	  grid	  to	  the	  right	  shows	  the	  location	  of	  arrowheads	  excavated	  at	  a	  midden-­‐	  a	  place	  where	  






4. Write	  the	  set	  of	  coordinates	  of	  each	  arrowhead.	  
	  
5. Suppose	  an	  archaeologist	  discovers	  two	  other	  
arrowheads	  located	  at	  (1,2)	  and	  (3,3).	  	  Draw	  an	   
arrowhead	  at	  each	  of	  these	  locations	  on	  the	  grid. 
 
6. Explain	  how	  you	  used	  the	  coordinates	  to	  decide	   
where	  to	  draw	  the	  arrows. 
	  
→I	  went	  over	  1	  on	  the	  x	  axis	  and	  up	  2	  on	  the	  y	  axis.	  
	  
→X	  is	  the	  ground	  and	  y	  is	  the	  sky.	  
	  
More	  artifact	  files	  can	  be	  found	  here,	  on	  my	  google	  drive:	  








Geography.	  	  	  On	  the	  map	  of	  the	  United	  States	  shown	  below,	  latitude	  and	  longitude	  can	  be	  
used	  to	  form	  ordered	  pairs	  that	  name	  the	  places	  on	  the	  map.	  	  The	  longitude	  should	  be	  the	  
first	  coordinate	  of	  the	  ordered	  pair.	  	  It	  is	  shown	  horizontally	  in	  degrees	  along	  the	  top	  of	  the	  
map.	  	  	  The	  latitude	  is	  the	  second	  coordinate	  in	  the	  ordered	  pair.	  	  	  It	  is	  shown	  vertically	  in	  
degrees	  along	  the	  right	  side	  of	  the	  map.	  	  The	  lines	  of	  latitude	  and	  longitude	  are	  curved	  
because	  the	  earth	  is	  round.	  	  




7. Name	  the	  city	  at	  (90o,	  30o). 
 
8. Name	  the	  state	  in	  which	  (120o,	  45o)	  is	  located.	  (If	  you	  don’t	  know	  the	  state,	  
name	  one	  city	  nearby) 
 
9. Estimate	  the	  latitude	  and	  longitude	  of	  our	  nation’s	  capital. 
 
10. What	  state	  capital	  has	  its	  location	  at	  (157o,	  21o)?	  (Hint:	  Look	  at	  the	  latitude	  
and	  longitude	  in	  the	  small	  box	  at	  the	  bottom	  left). 
	  
Tourism.	  	  You	  work	  for	  a	  tourism	  company	  and	  you	  have	  been	  asked	  to	  show	  important	  
locations	  	  on	  a	  map	  of	  the	  Miami	  area	  for	  a	  customer.	  	  Use	  the	  map	  of	  Miami	  to	  answer	  the	  
following	  questions.	  (Notice	  the	  numbers	  and	  	  
letters	  marking	  the	  grid	  at	  the	  bottom	  and	  left	  
side	  of	  the	  map).	  
	  
11. What	  causeway	  can	  be	  found	  	  
at	  (3,	  M)?	  
	  
	  




13. What	  number	  is	  the	  highway	  that	  	  
goes	  from	  area	  (2,	  L)	  to	  (2,	  O)?	  
	  
	  
14. Name	  all	  areas	  through	  which	  	  





Chapter	  5	  Read-­‐to-­‐Learn	  Quiz	  	  Day	  2	   	   	   Name:	  _______________________________	  
Algebra	  1	  Part	  1	  
	  
Read	  about	  relations	  below.	  
	  
In	  this	  relation,	  𝐷 = {1,−2, 0}	  and	  𝑅 =    {2, 4,−3}.	  
	  
15.	  In	  the	  list	  of	  ordered	  pairs,	  	  
a. Where	  do	  you	  see	  the	  numbers	  for	  the	  domain?	  	  	  
	  
b. Where	  do	  you	  see	  the	  numbers	  for	  the	  range?	  
	  
16. What	  part	  of	  the	  table	  shows	  	  
a. The	  domain?	  
	  
b. The	  range?	  
	  
17.	  	  How	  do	  you	  know	  there	  are	  three	  ordered	  pairs	  by	  looking	  at	  	  
a. The	  table?	  
	  
b. The	  graph?	  
	  
c. The	  mapping?	  
	  
18. Which	  tells	  you	  more	  about	  a	  relation,	  a	  list	  of	  ordered	  pairs	  or	  the	  domain	  and	  
range?	  	  Explain.	  
	  
→A	  list	  of	  ordered	  pairs	  because	  it	  tells	  me	  which	  x	  goes	  with	  which	  y.	  
	  





19. Write	  the	  inverse	  of	  this	  relation	  and	  explain	  how	  you	  found	  it:	  	  
{(1, 2), (2, 4), (3, 6), (4, 8)}	  
	  
→	  I	  found	  the	  inverse	  by	  switching	  the	  domain	  and	  range.	  
How	  can	  relations	  be	  used	  to	  represent	  baseball	  statistics?	  
	  
Ken	  Griffey,	  Jr.’s,	  batting	  statistics	  for	  home	  runs	  
and	  strikeouts	  can	  be	  represented	  as	  a	  set	  of	  
ordered	  pairs.	  	  These	  statistics	  are	  shown	  in	  the	  
table	  at	  the	  right.	  	  The	  first	  coordinates	  
represent	  the	  number	  of	  homeruns	  and	  the	  
second	  coordinates	  represent	  the	  number	  of	  
strikeouts.	  	  	  
	  
You	  can	  plot	  the	  ordered	  pairs	  on	  a	  graph	  to	  




20. In	  1997	  Ken	  Griffey,	  Jr.,	  had	  ______	  home	  runs	  and	  _______	  strikeouts.	  	  
	  
21. This	  can	  be	  represented	  by	  the	  ordered	  pair	  (_____,	  _____).	  
	  
22. Write	  one	  more	  ordered	  pair	  from	  the	  table	  and	  explain	  what	  the	  two	  


















Look	  at	  the	  data	  in	  the	  table	  about	  crickets.	  
The	  noise	  that	  crickets	  make	  is	  called	  a	  ‘chirp’.	  	  
They	  chirp	  faster	  and	  slower	  as	  the	  temperature	  
changes.	  	  	  
	  
	  
24.	  	  In	  the	  ordered	  pair	  (21,	  64),	  the	  21	  tells	  the	  
	  




25.	  	  When	  the	  temperature	  goes	  up,	  the	  crickets	  	  chirp	  faster/slower	  	  (circle	  one).	  
	  





Bonus:	  	  	  
a. About	  how	  many	  times	  would	  a	  cricket	  chirp	  in	  30	  seconds	  at	  23oF?	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